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A view from below: 
Perceived ‘pressures’ towards 
responsible research and changes in 
research careers



Explanation of RRI in the South African White 
Paper on Science, Technology and Innovation 

(2019)



South African researchers perceive aspects 
of RRI as different sets of pressures 

• Pressures to transform the research workforce
o Profiles of postgraduate students (emerging researchers)
o Profiles of research teams and research collaborators

• Pressures for research-stakeholder engagement and 
impact, e.g.

o Engagements with business/industry, government, 
communities, etc.

o Contribution to people’s lives, policy, economy, environment 
o Orientation towards SDGs

• Pressures to ‘open up’ research, e.g.
o Data repositories

• Pressures to satisfy institutional research compliance 
requirements, e.g.

o Research ethics
o Institutional screening of project applications
o Responsibility to publish in non-predatory journal outlets

• Pressures to satisfy institutional performance 
appraisal requirements

Perceived as 
funding 
pressures

Perceived as 
organisational 
(e.g. university) 
pressures 



NRF: Example of reporting on Human 
Capacity Development



NRF: Example of reporting on Science 
Engagement and Impact



Winetech: Example of Science 
Engagement and Impact requirements



Argument

• The perceived pressures (and the power of their 
‘controls’/‘checks’) have potential to modify the 
‘collective career scripts’ of researchers

• By modifying the research career scripts, new 
forms of research careers can emerge, better 
tailored to address the needs of South African 
society as envisaged in policy documents?

• Next: What is meant by ‘career script’?



The idea of a career script
Script = 

interpretive 
scheme

Collective script = collective 
interpretive scheme that 

encodes appropriate 
behaviour in a given context

Career script = collective 
script that encodes sequences 

of stages in a career and 
decisions that produce these 

sequences

Collective scripts, of which career 
scripts are examples, “mediate 

between institutions [rules and 
norms] and individual actions 

because they describe patterns 
emerging from individual actions 

that are shaped by these 
institutions” (p. 938)

Interpretive schemes are “specific cognitive structures that 
provide knowledge about situations and proven solutions for 

typical problems” (p .937)

Source: Laudel, G., Bielick, J. & Gläser, J. 2019. ‘Ultimately the question always is: “What do I have to do to do it right?”’ 
Scripts as explanatory factors of career decisions. Human Relations, 72(5), 932-961.



Three academic careers and their 
associated career scripts

Source: Laudel, G., Bielick, J. & Gläser, J. 2019. ‘Ultimately the question always is: “What do I have to do to do 
it right?”’ Scripts as explanatory factors of career decisions. Human Relations, 72(5), 932-961. (Table 1, p. 939)



Example of a specific career script 
(for experimental atomic and molecular optics physic)

Laudel, G., Bielick, J. & Gläser, J. 2019. ‘Ultimately the question always is: “What do I have to do to do it right?”’ 
Scripts as explanatory factors of career decisions. Human Relations, 72(5), 932-961. (Figure 6, p. 945)



Some possible changes in research career 
scripts based on RRI ‘pressures’
Community career Cognitive career Organisational career

Change in meaning of 
‘community’ – no longer 
scientific community only?

How is reputation gained 
in such an expanded 
community – no longer 
through publication in 
prestigious journals only?

New forms of ‘quality’ in 
research-related work?

Expanded community and 
engagement with expanded 
community will set 
research agendas?

Perceived ‘hassle’ of 
research ethics clearance 
facilitating a shift towards 
research topics and 
research approaches that 
will ‘easily pass’ ethics 
clearance?

New performance appraisal 
criteria for promotion (e.g. 
criteria for recognition of 
social impact)?



Question

• In what ways are the practices and careers of 
(university) researchers expected to change as a 
result of RRI and its 
compliance/evaluation/assessment?



Thank you


