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Abstract 

Globally Responsible Engineering explores the ethical obligations of engineers in addressing societal and environmental 
challenges, advocating for a transformative shift in the profession. With over 5.7 million engineers in the UK alone, the 
sector lacks consistent clarity on its commitment to people and the planet, despite existing codes of conduct like the 
UK’s Statement of Ethical Principles. This paper proposes four key principles—Responsible, Purposeful, Inclusive, and 
Regenerative—to guide engineering practices toward achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. These 
principles emphasize meeting global needs within planetary limits, considering lifecycle impacts, ensuring diverse 
stakeholder inclusion, and regenerating ecological systems. Through participatory and co-design approaches, the study 
highlights benefit such as enhanced innovation, reduced costs, and sustainable outcomes, while acknowledging 
challenges like time and complexity. The paper also draws on Kate Raworth’s Doughnut Economics model to advocate 
for a balanced approach that supports social foundations without exceeding planetary boundaries. Case studies, 
including prison design controversies and the American Institute of Architects’ 2020 ethics update, illustrate the ethical 
dilemmas engineers face. By embedding these principles into education and practice, engineering can accelerate 
solutions to climate emergencies, biodiversity loss, and inequality, fostering a safer, more just world  
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1. Introduction

Doctors have a moral duty to their patients, first and foremost. Lawyers have a moral duty to justice, first and foremost. 
But what about engineers? 

For a sector that employs 5.7 million people in the UK alone, we continue to have a surprising lack of clarity around our 
commitments to all people and the planet. Companies and professional bodies require you to understand your 
professional commitment through understanding codes of conduct (and in the UK there is a Statement of Ethical 
Principles)[1]. It’s critical to understand professional duty, but also to inspire day to day action to meet our 
responsibility to the societies we impact and our wider ecological systems. At the moment, that is inconsistent. To enable 
a better world, we must put globally responsible principles into action, every single day. 

As we look ahead to the 2030 deadline for the UN Sustainable Development Goals, it is time for us to truly consider the 
role of engineering and its unique position to make positive lasting change for all people and the planet. 

To achieve social and environmental justice, we need those in engineering and those within the wider engineering 
community to commit to the four key principles of global responsibility. If these principles were to be adopted across 
the engineering community, it could transform the culture of how engineering is taught and practised. In doing so, 
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engineering outcomes (the things we create) would accelerate the response to our ever-changing real-world situation, 
climate and biodiversity emergencies and vast inequality in the world - helping to create a safer, and more just world.  

 

Figure 1 Industrial pollution in modern era and its need for its eradication. 

1.1. These principles are  

• Responsible. To meet the needs of all people within the limits of our planet. This should be at the heart of 
engineering. 

1.1.1. Purposeful 

• To consider all the impacts of engineering, from a project or product’s inception to the end of its life. This should 
be at a global and local scale, for people and planet. 

1.1.2. Inclusive 

• To ensure that diverse viewpoints and knowledge are included and respected in the engineering process. 

1.1.3. Regenerative 

• To actively restore and regenerate ecological systems, rather than just reducing impact. 

2. Material and methods  

2.1. Participatory and inclusive approaches to engineering 

A significant part of globally responsible engineering is deeply understanding the connection between engineering and 
all people.  

2.1.1. Inclusive 

In all we do, we should be enabling inclusive and equitable practices to enable improvements to the physical and social 
environment, allowing all people to be mutually supportive in all functions of life and to develop their maximum 
potential. This applies to how we design and practice engineering, our rules and regulations (including legal frameworks 
that protect or can suppress the rights of minority groups), and dominant cultural practices enabling minority groups 
to participate fully, yet maintaining cultural identity. 
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Figure 2 Helping people walk with customised splints and braces. 

We do not see enough of this principle in how we create solutions. Evidence of inadequate and at times, fatal design 
continues to prevail in today's societies, from simple examples of not having enough toilets to accommodate women in 
public spaces or buildings, to the drastic impact of racially biased artificial intelligence on people’s freedoms. What 
would these services look like if there was more collaboration in creating the product? Would it shorten queues or even 
save lives?  

Participatory approaches that include the voices of those using the product or service are essential to ensuring a more 
globally responsible practice [2].  

There are various forms including participatory design, inclusive design and co-design. [3] 

 

Figure 3 Creating an ice-breaking ship for climate research. 

These concepts vary and can work in tandem in a lot of cases, they all make space metaphorically and literally for the 
stakeholders to have their voices heard, respecting the diversity of people in the design process.  

Why include participatory design into engineering practices? 
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2.1.2. Pros  

• Creates commitment, willingness to actively support and participate, and accountability to ensuring the 
purpose of the solution will be met  

 

Figure 4 Revolutionising the future of bicycle travel. 

• Inclusive/democratic (aims to include as many stakeholders as possible and giving people a voice to those who 
are sometimes missing from decision making - and reduces assumptions/bias too) 

• Adds the ability to diverge and consider broader requirements at the early stages of complex projects (often 
before significant money is invested in the solution)  

• Can reduce significant costs and time wasted during and in particular in later stages of a project 
• Increased potential creativity and innovation e.g. diverse perspectives - not just a group of people who already 

think similarly, skills needed more and more in our ever-changing world.  
• It provides more opportunity to assess the best solution, for example, if a rural town needed more transport 

options by car, instead of creating new electric-vehicle charging points and cars, considering how to introduce 
car-sharing (social-solution) that reduces the need to build at all (at huge cost-savings too) [4].  

• Greater understanding of specific real-world or contextual information (e.g. those that have lived in an area for 
years helping to verify accuracy of a flooding model or map)    

• Sustainable & long-lasting legacy as ownership for success shared by both those with expertise working on 
projects, and those living in a community.  
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Figure 5 Making an eco-friendly plastic from fish waste. 

2.2. Cons 

• Typically, time-consuming at the front of the design process  
• Can be expensive and hard to express value to traditional clients (but reduce huge cost later down the line)  
• Challenge of how to facilitate meaningful engagement process and how to organise working with many people 
• Complex (can be chaotic)  
• Context-specific - it can be hard to directly replicate process from project to project as may be working with 

different groups of people 
• There is a business case, whereby it is becoming more and more common that demonstrating social value 

becomes a requirement of projects, and upfront planning and consideration can often lead to smarter and more 
successful projects. More importantly, it is our ethical duty and forms part of engineer’s professional 
commitments, to ensure that diverse viewpoints and knowledge are included and respected in the engineering 
process as many of the outcomes of engineering will impact a diverse and wide group. It’s about balancing 
power too, and realising your privilege and opportunity to work in an area that can positively impact many 
people’s lives. At the start, designing out your process for including many perspectives is key, as is the 
subsequent follow through on this inclusive principle. [5] 

 

Figure 6 Emotional intelligence and mind set for team work. 
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There are multiple ways to engage with users and stakeholders in a co-design process. In all we do, we should be 
enabling inclusion, equity and participation of all citizens. Broadly there are two key parts to consider within your plan, 
which are your mind-set and methods to enable inclusive and co-design processes.  

2.3. What is going to be your approach and mind-set?  

Your mind-set and the culture and behaviour within your team is important. To be prepared to be empathetic, expect 
and be comfortable with ambiguity and absorbing information in a free-flowing way, be open to failure, understand if 
you will have any underlying bias (and introduce an open process that can challenge these) and be optimistic about the 
process. If you don’t have tools and multiple ways to adapt if engagement is not working, the mind-set alone is limiting. 

2.4. What method(s) of information collection will one use? And why? 

Methods such as interviews, focus groups, analogous inspiration, role-play, storyboards, immersion, prototyping, 
mapping/ tracking, monitoring and evaluation processes, introduce feedback systems (e.g. in software design often 
called alpha/ beta testing) and storytelling are useful but limited if you do not believe the importance of these, so your 
mind-set is equally important. 

2.5. Who will be engaging in the sessions or data collection?  

Sharing, listening and working collaboratively with a range of groups, represents diverse perspectives and viewpoints 
in the design process and accelerates progress to find evidence-based and innovative solutions. Considering who you 
are designing for is just as important as considering what you are designing, and that means embracing the diversity of 
humanity.  

 

Figure 7 Cultural diversity and its importance in the prevalent world. 

In your project plan you should recognize the aim of the exercise is to hear the perspectives of people in the prison to 
understand their needs to inform design decisions. Examples of potential people to engage could include:  

• Prison inmates and staff members - as direct users of the facilities who can share their needs and challenges 
with current facilities.  

• Local partners/Social workers - who work with direct users of the prison facilities and who could potentially 
have existing networks and trusted relationships. 
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Figure 8 UN bolstering existing networks and trusted relationships. [6] 

Consider who should be involved in these sessions and that different demographics within the prison will have different 
needs. Sometimes people have ideas that they are not able to articulate as well through words. Consider practical 
methods such as mind maps that can be developed through short words or images that may enable participants to 
rationalize connections and topics. Engaging smaller groups can provide a more relaxed environment and build 
relationships so people are comfortable sharing their perspectives and ideas in a respectful environment.  

2.6. What questions should one ask?  

Questions should be framed so that the participants can share their experience and perspectives rather than leveraging 
an answer. Be open to answers and perspectives that may challenge your underlying assumptions about the 
participants' experience. Examples of potential question areas could include: 

• Specific questions (such as in surveys) could include the accessibility of the facilities in terms of wait times, 
number and location in the prison. 

• Open questions (such as in interviews or focus groups) could be framed around the participants' experience. 
Allow people to create and own solutions. Be open to responses that may challenge assumptions or gender bias. 

2.7. Who needs to be involved in design and delivery? 

 

Figure 9 Social Science disciplines and their need in design and delivery 

Not everyone can facilitate and communicate effectively with people to run these types of sessions, so it can be 
worthwhile within your plan considering where you can bring specific expertise to assist. Consider what other 
disciplines or organisations are set up to be able to bring in this expertise, perhaps you could plan to be engaging with 
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existing community-based organisations, social workers or social scientists within how your project is executed. Also 
consider who will be most appropriate to deliver these sessions.  

 

Figure 10 Burgeoning mental health issues among woman inmates. 

For example, will inmates in a women's prison feel comfortable talking to men about their sanitary needs and 
experience? What existing and trusted relationships could you bring into aid delivery? 

2.8. At what stage of the project will one plan to run this session?  

Co-design can be an iterative process. Sessions should be run at the research stage of the process but you should also 
consider sessions to gather feedback during the ideation stage. Be open and comfortable with the importance of 
receiving feedback, and considering feedback loops as critical to the process. Be willing to test new things, learn from 
failure and keep going.  

2.9. What other context-specific considerations should be noted?  

Be open to challenging your assumptions about what is required for the context. Consider engaging with experts to 
understand what the security needs of low-level offending prisons are while enabling respectful design privacy and 
enable the safety and wellbeing of the people using the facilities in the prison. Examples of potential context-specific 
considerations could include: 

Low-level offending prison: Standardised prison designs are likely to not include the needs of all people in the prison. 
Low-level offending prisons may not require the same level of security measures as high-level offending prisons. 
Consider gaining an understanding of the requirements and experience of low-level offending prisons in your plan.  
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Figure 11 Graph showing the security needs of low-level offending prisons. 

Safety concerns: Previous concerns have been raised in other prisons around the safety and wellbeing of all in the prison. 
In your methods consider how you may approach the topic of safety concerns in a respectful and safe manner. Consider 
how you could facilitate engagement through existing trusted relationships (e.g. social workers) and anonymise 
responses 

3. Principles in action 

Engineering can be controversial, from the materials being sourced to fatal mistakes that can be made. Considering the 
nuances of these complexities is a crucial skill of a globally responsible engineer.  

Working in prisons is just one of the many polarising  

 

Figure 12 Principles of ADPSR (Architects / Designers / Planners for Social Responsibility). [7] 
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examples that can be interrogated when considering the reality of ethics in engineering. In 2004, the non-profit 
organization Architects / Designers / Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR) issued a call for architects and design 
industry professionals to stop working in prisons because of ongoing concerns regarding social justice [7]. 

 In December 2020, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) approved new ethics rules prohibiting members from 
knowingly designing spaces intended for execution or torture, including for prolonged periods of solitary confinement.  

 

Figure 13 AIA 2020 Code of ethics and professional conduct. [8] 

“We are committed to promoting the design of a more equitable and just built world that dismantles racial injustice and 
upholds human rights,” said the group’s president, Jane Frederick. 
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Figure 14 Negative Impacts of poor prison design. 

3.1. Arguments against refusing 

• Prisons are necessary for a well-functioning society (law & order). 
• Engineers can influence the making of better prisons. 
• Prisons will be less safe and functional if built without expertise. 
• Engineers are not experts in justice and should focus on design. 
• Accepting this work helps ensure the sustainability of our company and keeps our team members employer. 

3.2. Arguments for refusing 

• Current prison system is unjust and/or ineffective. 
• Prisons built for profit are more likely to be less humane. 
• Engineers and architects ethically should not contribute to injustice. 
• Refusal to build prisons can invoke the need for reform in the system. 
• If we are the sort of company who would take this job, we don’t deserve to stay in business. [9] 

4. Results and discussions  

The Sustainable Development Goals launched in 2015 and laid out 17 areas to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure 
that all people enjoy peace and prosperity.  

Engineering plays a significant role in ensuring the success of these goals. From playing a critical role in many if not all 
of the goals, to being a significant driver of the economy, whilst also being a large contributor of national and global 
emissions levels. To successfully embed real change and achieve the UN SDGs we need a shift towards global 
responsibility in engineering, alongside the changes needed in the overall approach, to how our economies are driven. 

One model that offers an alternative outlook on how to embed engineering in a more globally responsible way is Kate 
Raworth’s Doughnut Economics model. The model, illustrated as a ring (doughnut) calls for humanity to focus on living 
in a safe and just space (within the doughnut), meeting a social foundation for all whilst not overshooting the Earth’s 
planetary boundaries (outside the doughnut), resulting in a planetary breakdown. The model is guided by the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals which include food security, access to energy and water, health and gender 
equality. [10] 

5. Conclusion 

This study advocates for a transformative shift in engineering by proposing four key principles—Responsible, 
Purposeful, Inclusive, and Regenerative—to align the profession with the UN Sustainable Development Goals and 
address global challenges like climate change, biodiversity loss, and inequality. Through participatory and inclusive 
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design approaches, it demonstrates how engineering can deliver sustainable, equitable, and ethically sound solutions 
that meet diverse societal needs while respecting planetary boundaries. Embracing these principles will benefit society 
by fostering innovative and responsible development, with the way forward involving their integration into engineering 
education and professional standards. 
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