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ABSTRACT

Technological research is increasingly carried out in networks of organizations with different kinds of actors involved. These networks often lack a strict hierarchy and a clear task division. Consequently, decisions are subject to negotiation instead of top-down decision making. This increases the likelihood of the problem of many hands, which is the difficulty, even in principle, of identifying the person responsible for some outcome. The occurrence of this problem in R&D is especially undesirable, since technologies can have negative consequences, risks and unforeseen side-effects as well, often with high impact (e.g., the use of asbestos, CFCs, DDT, nuclear waste and the greenhouse effect). These consequences are often hard, if not impossible, to predict with any accuracy and often only materialize during use, which makes them difficult to connect causally to the actions of one of the actors in the network. 

The problem of many hands can be conceived as a tension between two moral requirements for a desirable distribution of responsibilities in R&D networks. One is that the distribution ought to be complete in the sense that for each moral issue someone is responsible. The other is that the distribution ought to be fair. Fairness requires that certain conditions are met before an actor can be held responsible. Typical conditions are intentionality, voluntariness, knowledge or predictability, causality, and blameworthiness. These conditions are based on the classical notion of individual responsibility. In a collective setting these conditions are difficult to meet. Hence, stressing fairness might result in an incomplete distribution of responsibilities. On the other hand, if we stress completeness, in the sense that for each outcome someone can be held responsible, the result might be a morally unfair distribution of responsibilities. 

In this paper we present the results of an interactive session in the Group Discussion Room (GDR) where we tried to approach fairness in a more procedural way to assess whether this is helpful in reconciling the two requirements. 
