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Abstract— With the increasing culture of applying piloting as
part of technology innovation, the need for understanding its
societal implications is becoming more crucial. In this paper, we
introduce a case in point - a Horizon Europe funded project with
social innovation and technology-based piloting at its core - and
explore its ethical dimensions. Drawing on a mixed-method
approach, we argue that a promising avenue for refining our
analysis on ethics would benefit from analyzing the context as a
“bundle of logics”. With the aim of understanding better the
power relations, tensions and agencies pivotal to negotiating and
embedding ethics across processes, we consider utilizing a
framework of “design logics” to the data.
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[. INTRODUCTION

Piloting and pilots are key elements in present-day
innovation policy [1]. The European Union innovation policy
steers funding for projects leaning on piloting through its
research and innovation programmes [2] while the experimental
approach was also consolidated as part of technology
governance since the first Ursula von der Leyen Commission
principles and Europe fit for the Digital Age — program [3]. At
the same time, all research and innovation funding through the
EU mechanisms subscribe to the principles of Responsible
Research and Innovation, introduced 15 years ago to increase
the transparency and inclusivity of innovation processes [4].
RRI’s ethical principles aim for societal desirability of the
innovation process [5] favouring practices such as co-creation
and transdisciplinary interaction between  scientists,
stakeholders and research subjects. These considerations are
applicable for innovation pilots as well, given the expectations
that these serve as vehicles for RRI.

In this paper, we introduce a case of a specific Horizon
Europe funded project and our work towards analyzing ethics in
its setting. During our work, we have been asking questions such
as: what is the role of ethics, when a complex, multi-agency
project is in fact a “bundle of logics”; what happens to ethics,
when different perspectives, claims, expectations, objectives,
power relations and positions of power clash and coincide?
Below, we outline our research approach, context and
methodology. Our hypothesis is that by understanding the
myriad logics in a more refined manner, it is possible to also
improve the analysis and application of ethics in technology
piloting.
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Generally, piloting leans on highly conceptualized
processes, which aim to scope all aspects of the activity in an
applicable format. A closely linked pair of piloting as such is the
process for the application and selection of the funded pilots, i.e.
the call round preceding piloting. Both phases include an
overlapping set of actors, and potentially also research activities.
Therefore, the power structures in this setting are complex and
include a myriad set of positionings towards the objectives and
backgrounds of the pilots [6] [7] [8] [9]. If public sector actors
are involved in piloting, additional questions of cumulative
institutional learning and eventual scaling based on pilot results
emerge [10].

The assumption is that the more complex and contested
challenges are addressed, the more collaboration between
science, technology, society, and policy is required [11].
Piloting would thus greatly benefit from what Stilgoe et al. [12]
call collective stewardship of science and innovation,
highlighting inclusiveness of affected publics, responsiveness
towards diverse values, and reflexivity about the purpose of a
technology. However, when piloting is embedded in complex
settings involving diverse actors, contexts, agendas, roles and
logics interacting, ethics becomes both paramount and

perplexing.

In this paper, we introduce the CommuniCity project (see
below) and investigate the project from an ethical lens, asking
how ethics can and must be weaved in through the innovation
piloting contexts. The motivation behind the process has been to
see if a highly ambitious project design can be implemented in
an ethically robust way in practice, and if such endeavors can be
better incentivized in the future through funding instruments.
Approaching this question especially from the perspective of
design research, we consider such a context as one affected by
diverse issues stemming from research ethics, ethics in
technology and ethics concerning the work with marginalized
groups. We argue that the CommuniCity project setting is
constructed as a bundle of logics that influence the project
settings, goals, objectives and outcomes along with the
institutional constraints.

The paper first introduces briefly the project’s background,
then introduces the design research approach to the project and
the research setting for subsequent work. Finally, in our
conclusions we consider the implications of such an approach
on ethics in complex pilot projects and missions.



A. Background: The CommuniCity project as a case

Our window to the piloting landscape opened through the
CommuniCity project, funded by Horizon Europe (as a CSA in
Cluster 4). As indicated in its full name, “Innovative Solutions
Responding to the Needs of Cities and Communities”, the
piloting processes in the project were not only supposed to test
solutions in order to develop and scale them but also to ensure
that they meet a certain societal need. A number of ethical
concerns were discussed at the start of, and during, the project.
The original ambition of the project was to develop “an
inclusive, community-driven, agile innovation and
experimentation model” while “pushing the frontier of
community-driven innovation to the margins of society”. In
particular, our role in the project was the research focus in order
to build an ethics and inclusivity framework partly for the
project’s internal use, but also to be applied as a tool beyond
the project’s lifeline.

On its website, CommuniCity has been coined as “a
transformative citizen-centred project running three rounds of
Open Calls” [13]. The project’s leading ambition was to include
marginalized and vulnerable communities in a co-creation
process, which would link together social and technological
innovation. The project consortium included thirteen partners
across Europe, including experts on inclusive technology
development, ethics, smart cities, co-creation and design. The
rationale behind the project was to combine a high level of
ethical reflection with community engagement and the
introduction of both Al and non-Al driven solutions in response
to specific challenges. At the heart of the project was firstly the
challenge formation, which was set to be driven by the
communities themselves, and secondly the implementation of a
piloting model which would enable replication across cities and
socio-economic contexts.

The project was built on two preceding projects, also
funded by the European Commission, where the processes for
the open calls and piloting had already been developed.
Therefore, the model for this key engine of the project included
already established procedural knowledge (practices and
processes), roles and examples. However, the specific reach of
CommuniCity in comparison to the previous work -
marginalized communities - meant that the established
practices and processes had to be reconsidered in the light of
new ethical questions and perspectives. Alongside of the
project’s immediate needs, the work done for the assessment
and development of ethical questions is also envisioned to be
utilized beyond the project context to advance ethical piloting
run through the EU funding instruments.

During the first round, the Open Calls were run by the
three Partner cities, Helsinki, Amsterdam and Porto. The logic
of scaling over the call rounds included adding altogether
sixteen new cities to the second and/or third round as Replicator
Cities. The Replicator Cities were mentored by the three initial
Partner Cities. Each of the Replicator Cities had also “identified
their unique challenges” [13] for the third Open Call — in one
way or another. These challenges should then, in our view,
scrutinize the basic understanding of the “digital, urban and
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social challenges faced by the marginalized communities” [13]
which the “tech providers, organizations, cities and their
residents” should try to overcome together. The aim of the
project is to run up to 100 Tech Pilots in Europe by the time it
ends in August 2025. The project partners have also sought to
analyze the arising ethical issues through academic literature
[14] thereby contributing to the ongoing, and increasing, debate
on ethical implications of technology development deployment
in Europe. They have, for example, addressed the tension
between a pre-designed Open Calls and piloting format and a
context-sensitive approach to co-creation and community
engagement. In our work, we focus on the possibilities and
hindrances of assessing and applying ethics in a complex
project setting, which tries to accommodate a diverse, possibly
conflicting logics of technology and innovation,
marginalization, public local governance, and research.

As part of our role, we maintained a critical stance on
whether such a push for building a specific framework is
feasible or desirable, and under which conditions. We saw that
the RRI principles, aiming for societal desirability of the
innovation process, may mean many different things to
different actors engaging in the open calls and pilots. For some
the desirability may be to achieve quite specific technological
goals [15] or to enable that tested tech-based solutions can make
market entries and can then be better reached by those that need
them [1]. We asked also whether the mentioned “push” could
be detrimental to those whose challenges the push then meets
in the margins — or fails to meet.

B. Approach and methodology

This paper draws on the project insights from
CommuniCity’s Open Call rounds and pilots across five pilot
cities. The original first round cities of Helsinki and Amsterdam
and their experiences were complemented with insights from
Aarhus, Breda and Prague. As part of our role for building the
ethics and inclusivity framework for the project, we have during
the first two years of the project drawn from theoretical work
across critical and feminist pedagogy [16], benchmarked
equivalent frameworks, conducted interviews and collected
responses for our initial framework.

The specific angle in this paper is that of design. The point
is to investigate further if this approach enables us to
complement our work with an approach that scopes piloting,
technology, social innovation, research and ongoing academic
debates about design as an approach. The five pilot cities (with
Amsterdam appearing on two rounds) form the backbone of our
analysis here. Our methodology for identifying and mapping the
various design logics in the piloting process in the CommuniCity
project, was to apply a multi-method qualitative approach
consisting of the following core phases: 1) A document analysis
consisting of official narratives and documents, which were
analyzed, along with city-specific piloting calls across various
rounds (implementation oriented documents, with the goal to
understand the overall project structure and logics; 2) Semi-
structured interviews with the 5 pilot cities and their hosts,
where we conducted key interviews pilot hosts from three main
cities and two replicator cities; 3) Comparative analysis of the
cities and their interpretation and translation of the project logics
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in their pilot cities resulting in a mapping centered around
piloting processes, challenge formations, ethical considerations
and constraints; 4) identifying and mapping design logics,
clustered in thematic categories.

So far, this methodology has enabled us to collect insights at
different stages of the project. While steps 1-3 have been
completed, step 4 is at the time of writing an ongoing activity.
Below, we base our initial observations and interpretations on
the design logics of Human-Centered Design [17], Co-creation
and Participatory Design, Systemic thinking [18], Service
design [19], and Value sensitive design [20]. Beyond the design
angle, we consider the complex piloting context to include the
logic of open innovation and collaboration as well as agile
prototyping. To assess the role and possibilities of ethics at play,
we seek to consider how these logics interact with each other,
namely what kind of tensions or reinforcements we can observe.

In a very concise format, the key characteristics of the
different design logics are as follows. Human-Centered Design:
focuses on understanding user needs and lived experiences
through iterative engagement. It places users at the core of the
design process ensuring grounding in real-world contexts. Co-
creation and Participatory Design builds on this by convening
users, communities and other stakeholders in shaping solutions
collaboratively and fostering inclusive decision-making.
Systems Thinking adds depth by exploring interdependencies
between actors, issues and complex dynamics within which
problems are defined to affect broader change dynamics. Service
Design complements these design logics by orchestrating
various actors, relationships and touchpoints with the aim of
enhancing overall service experiences, while Value Sensitive
Design incorporates ethical, moral and culturally reflective
values into the design process from the outset, also while
considering the implications for affected stakeholders. Open
innovation in turn introduces external and cross-organisational
knowledge flows, fostering collaborations across organisational
and disciplinary borders. Finally, Agile Prototyping fosters
dynamicity within complex environments by focusing on rapid
iterations and experimentations for quick learning.

Together, these design logics interact with each in
complementary and conflicting ways, influencing ethics in pilot
city contexts.

C. Data collection and analysis

For data acquisition, our study followed a qualitative
approach. First, official project materials and city-specific
documentation were reviewed to understand the overall
structure, objectives, and procedural guidance of the
CommuniCity approach to piloting. This dataset provided early
insights and avenues for identifying the different design logics
that were embedded in the efforts of each city.

Secondly, semi-structured interviews were conducted across
five cities—Amsterdam, Helsinki, Aarhus, Breda, and Prague.
Interviewees included both pilot managers and pilot hosts as
well as some solution providers. These interviews explored each
city’s background, roles of key actors and motivations for
subscribing to the innovation piloting via CommuniCity.

Discussions also included future plan, including long-term
adoption strategies of the piloting results and wrap-up processes.
A particular focus was placed on the challenge formation phase,
as that was considered central in identifying the “design logics”.
A comparative analysis of the timelines and milestones across
the different piloting rounds was also conducted. This allowed
for a cross-city comparison of how the piloting process was
interpreted and adapted, shedding light on how these cities
approaches phases such as application calls, team formations,
collaboration strategies and communication practices with
participants and  stakeholders including marginalised
communities.

Additionally, discussions were held with CommuniCity
researchers which provided meta-level perspectives on how the
piloting programme was adapted and translated across the
various cities. Based on gathered data, the various design logics
that emerged across the cities were identified. In the following
chapter, we will shows some examples of how they show up in
the data set. We will also provide some illustrations about the
tensions within specific sites.

II.  FIVE CITIES, MULTIPLICITY OF INTERTWINED LOGICS

During the project altogether 16 cities took part in the open
calls and resulting piloting rounds. Despite the detailed guidance
for managing the calls and the pilots, each city’s approach
reflected an own blend of design logics (see Table 1).

Amsterdam’s approach had features from Human-Centered
Design, Participatory Design & Co-creation, and Systems
Thinking with agile and service-oriented strategies. The Pilot
Manager of the City emphasized very social goals and early
engagement with the marginalized or vulnerable groups. The
city spent time identifying community-specific challenges, in
dialogue with those most affected through co-creation
workshops, and facilitated robust partnerships between tech
companies, social workers, and community organizations. The
city prioritized working with marginalized groups such as girls
from Muslim backgrounds, parents from Moroccan
communities, hearing-impaired individuals to ensure their
voices shaped the challenges. On a positive note, Amsterdam’s
piloting activities illustrate how thoughtful design, participatory
engagement, and cross-sector collaboration can yield
meaningful social benefits while also driving systemic and
commercial gains. A more critical lens reveals how difficult it is
to engage communities in meaningful ways that also lead to win-
win-outcomes for all involved. Additionally, it was observed
that ethics was under-emphasized structurally, especially during
the short piloting timeframes and budgeting constraints creating
pressure while dealing with complex social issues like health
education and sports, intergenerational cultural issues that
require trust, time and care. Challenge sensitivity and ownership
were also key gaps especially in teams leveraging technology
requiring robust facilitation and onboarding. The Pilot Manager
concluded that she is 100% happy with only one pilot that the
city got to host during the three-year project.
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TABLE 1. OBSERVED LOGICS AND THEIR INTENSITY (X, 2X, 3X)

Design logic Amster | Helsinki Aarhus | Prague Breda Ethics Contribution
dam

Human Centered Design 3x 2x 2% X 3x Commitment to HCD to centre and engage the marginalized users
directly in shaping relevant solutions

Design thinking 2% 2x 2% X Adoption of design thinking framework to adjust to emerging insights
during implementation in an inclusive manner

Participatory Design, 3x 2x X Early engagement of the marginalized communities to ensure the

Co-creation consent, co-ownership, relevance and sustainability of solutions

Service Design X 3x 3x 2% Service design thinking to explicate public services as ecosystems
through touchpoints and experiences rather than isolated challenges.

Systems thinking X 3x 2x X 2x Identification of hidden interdependencies and interventions that could
make or break the success of a pilot

Strategic design and 2x 3x 3x X Early engagement of policy stakeholders ensuring long-term

policy alignment accountability and impact more easily

Agile software 2x X 2x X Agile software development approaches support iterative adaptation for

development emerging ethical concerns through continuous feedback stages

Open innovation and 2x 2x 3x X 2x Open innovation approaches to define the public sector needs for private

cross sector collaboration sector collaboration in a more transparent manner

Value sensitive design 2x 2X Anticipation of explicit ethical risks upfront to develop inclusive and
responsible solutions

In Helsinki, the logics of Service Design, Participatory
Design & Co-creation and Systems thinking prevailed. The
pilots were embedded within the city’s strategic design goals,
notably through SOTEPE (social health services) framework, to
ensure the alignment of piloting process with the city’s long-
term institutional needs. Helsinki focused on integrating
municipal professionals into service development, aligning with
city goals, and ensuring operational feasibility. There were some
structured workshops with migrants and city professionals,
while also leveraging insights from cross-sector internal
innovation networks to map lived experiences of integration
barriers and interactions between the identified vulnerable
groups and municipal services. Systems thinking showed in
seeing digital exclusion as a multi-layered problem, requiring
solutions addressing language barriers, bureaucratic processes,
and employer participation. Value Sensitive Design also
informed the piloting process, seen in cases where digital
exclusion was addressed through a rights-based lens,
highlighting how immigrants are often unable to access services
without a social security number first, which itself takes time.
Embedding piloting into existing frameworks reduced the risk
of short-lived pilots without lasting impact but left the power
dynamics and structural inequalities unaddressed. Although the
city possessed good tacit knowledge, pilot ownership was an
issue faced like Amsterdam. In contrast, there was less evidence
of continuous ethical reflexivity and institutional learning than
in Amsterdam. Finally, legal barriers such as procurement laws
created barriers in the formal adoption of solutions, rendering
some pilots as disconnected experiments.

The approach adopted in Prague was inclined to Strategic
Design and Policy Prototyping as well as Systems thinking and
Open Innovation. The pilots in Prague 6 (a district) were
structured to ensure alignment with Prague 6’s innovation
strategy and broader municipal priorities. Prague also framed its

pilots as part of a larger city initiative rather than isolated
experiments and actively engaged with Al-focused
organizations to define challenges, ensuring that digital
solutions were both technologically feasible and innovative.
This cross-sector collaboration fostered knowledge exchange
between the public sector and tech industries and allowed for
rapid piloting, seen in pilots where digital infrastructure were
reused. Prague’s innovation piloting demonstrated strengths in
strategic alignment and technological feasibility but the ethical
challenges emerging from limited community participation and
potential technocratic biases were not fully addressed. The
challenge formation process was highlighted as a rushed
process, leaving little space for participatory work rendering the
involvement of citizens to a lesser degree. Furthermore, certain
pilot solutions had to be dropped due to legal constraints,
emerging from a gap in legal feasibility analysis and piloting
aims.

In Breda, the logics of Participatory Design were deeply
embraced. Value Sensitive Design and Ethical and Inclusive
Design also showed in Breda’s efforts to simplify application
criteria, jury building, engage underrepresented voices through
youth councils, and address language barriers, reflecting a
strong commitment to ethical and inclusive design principles.
Breda’s built their jury for evaluating the applications for the
pilots using the ARE IN (Authority, Resources, Expertise,
Information, Need) framework, ensuring representation from
authority, while balancing the city’s social needs. The inclusion
of youth councils, NGOs, and community groups in both jury
selection and pilot development highlights Breda’s focus on
participatory practices and democratic innovation. Notably,
Breda’s challenge formation was informed by academic
knowledge on intergenerational poverty and trauma. Specific
attention was also placed on simplifying the language and
translating jury materials for youth council, who were also jury
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members and uncomfortable with English. By interfacing as
facilitators and social workers, translating between tech teams
and local NGOs to establish trust and safety, the city also
demonstrated an ad-hoc form of Service Design logic. However,
Breda could not fully mitigate the ethical challenges related to
structural limitations regarding the number of applications per
challenge and funding constraints chosen by the CommuniCity
project. Without a shared framework for evaluating the impact
or co-creation in ethical terms, Ethics also manifested as an
afterthought. Finally, despite the attempts to bridge the language
gaps, it was also a major issue hindering deep equitable co-
creation.

The approach of Aarhus was based mainly on Human-
Centered Design, Service Design and Open Innovation. Aarhus
consulted city staff more broadly before defining challenges and
positioned itself as a facilitator or a ‘matchmaker’ between
private companies and municipal needs, wanting to ensure that
tech-driven solutions were viable for public sector adoption. The
pilots were focusing on a single challenge, asking how
technologies can ease the process of setting up a bank account
for foreigners. The pilot approach was structured in iterative
phases including check-ins, mid-term feedback sessions, final
presentations, demonstrating strong Agile Prototyping logic.
Notably, committed problem owners were identified early-on
and within relevant city departments to ensure ownership. While
Aarhus was leveraging municipal expertise, and positioning
pilots for long-term policy impact, there must have been quite
some balancing of public-private interests requiring continuous
ethical reflexivity. Interview insights highlighted that co-
creation was limited and that citizens involvement could have
been higher. It was also noted that while ownership was
addressed, city facilitators were not deeply involved in the end-
end design of piloting solutions creating some detachment in the
solution implementation and long-term adoption, owing to the
lack of formal mechanisms.

As Table 1. indicates, the initial summary of observed logics
shows that the cities had different types of approaches and
strengths when it comes to employing the design approach and
embedding ethical co-creation. The analysis is still ongoing, but
we argue that the approach taken here already renders some
promising points of consideration for further analysis, especially
when it comes to ethical affordances of the project and process
designs.

When we refer to ethical contributions, we mean the ethical
affordances or potentials embedded in each design approach.
We understand the contributions as inherent strengths within
each logic. Each design logic’s capacity to promote fairness,
care, inclusion in how the CommuniCity programme was
adapted, challenges were defined, solutions were ideated, how
people were involved and even if long-term thinking was
established or leveraged — are all signs of the logics’ ethical
contributions. The logics can support inclusive and socially
attuned pilot processes through their own “strongholds” in
varying ways and degrees of success. This kind of contextual
approach to ethics may be better suited to innovation piloting
than relying only on top-down compliance mechanisms,
especially when working with complex social issues and
marginalized groups.

A. Implications and further considerations

In piloting processes, ethics can be seen both as a tool and
object of negotiation as well as a negotiated practice. To employ
a concept introduced by Felt [21], CommuniCity as a project can
be understood as a techno-moral regime that aims to exemplify
RRI and, as such, also reflects some of the systemic challenges
visible in piloting. For example, the Open calls include a set of
choices such as the number of pilots for each call; the original
project design had limited funding which was solely aimed at
teams instead of including pilot hosts; the use of English across
the round instead of ensuring the participation of vulnerable
groups and communities in local languages. In all of these
activities, it seems that there has been a failure to fully integrate
and even explicate ethics and ethical considerations beyond
compliance requirements. Furthermore, delegating ethical
considerations during piloting solely to civil servants and tech
parties left marginalized communities worried about privacy and
other ethical issues without the means to advocate for
themselves.

The involvement and agency of the communities that, in
principle and as per the project’s design and ambition, should be
able to have extensive agency in the processes through co-
creation, is in our understanding key to assessing the project’s
successes and challenges. It is also a point of negotiating ethics
and ensuring they are contextualized enough to suit the actual
questions and challenges of the community, developers, pilot
hosts, and researchers. Stilgoe et al. [12] have called for the
possibility of affected communities to exercise “speaking back”
at any time of the process, meaning that they would be able to
complement, refuse, terminate or refine any aspect of the pilot
process according to their judgement and deliberation. It is
therefore a critical question how the pilots can enable groups to
speak back and influence the process. Should the pilots serve as
test beds for open experimentation and contestation, or to be
more strictly regulated spaces for achieving set out project goals
and outcomes? Should the requirement for the co-ownership of
the technical tool among all stakeholders articulated through
community-based methods such as design justice [22], be
introduced in the piloting model leading to its structural
changes? Based on our initial observations, it does seem that
there is indeed a tension between pre-set success metrics and
goals, including market validation and possible adoption, and
profound co-creation principles and practices, where the process
of inclusive and collaborative piloting could have more societal
value than the end outcome. This would also enable a continuous
reflection of ethical issues and possibilities, without a closed list
of questions or frameworks.

In relation to the overall logics of complex innovation
piloting, embedding ethics effectively and enabling reflexive
structures may require rethinking mechanisms such as the Open
Calls process, the project timeline and the sustainability of the
pilots beyond the project’s timeline. One solution might be to
develop ethical frameworks and guidelines and insist on their
use as part of the funding, but it is still an open question on what
kind of methodology should such a framework be based on. It is
clear that at least the process should include a multimethod
approach and a timing which enables initial work before the
launch of the open call and piloting process.
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For a co-creation based piloting which involves
marginalized communities to be ethically effective, ethics
should go beyond procedural and legal compliances but also
reflexively look at power, agendas, time, participation and
impact. A key practical implication following from this is the
question of how to embed, and reflect actively, on ethics in the
project at various stages across stakeholders and develop tools
for addressing power asymmetries in roles and agendas.

III. CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have introduced our research setting for an
ethical analysis of innovation piloting through the case of
CommuniCity project. Based on our previous research and
initial analysis, we argue that piloting is not a neutral process,
but rather an evolving socio-political dialogue between the
actors and agendas. In case our approach supports the
development of these considerations, it may be that we can
provide a perspective to social innovation piloting and
successful implementation of RRI in a way that realizes the
transformational potential of technology piloting based on
ethical robustness. Ethical piloting in complex projects like
CommuniCity requires not only embedded ethical frameworks
but also ongoing reflexive practices that challenge the very
structures of piloting models themselves.
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