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Abstract

Despite perceived tensions between Responsible Al (RAI)
and business objectives in large technology companies, RAI
efforts still advance thanks to the persistent, often invisible
work of passionate advocates who take on RAI work, often
in addition to their formal roles. In this paper, we examine
the work of such RAI advocates from an organizational com-
munication perspective that enables us to understand how or-
ganizational realities are continuously constructed and nego-
tiated through communication. Specifically, we look at RAI
advocates’ communicative moves — the advocacy strategies
they use to address RAI challenges and get RAI work done.
Through an analysis of 22 in-depth interviews with RAI ad-
vocates, we identify shared obstacles related to getting buy-in
for and facilitating RAI work, and 14 distinct communicative
strategies advocates use to address them. Our findings high-
light the demanding yet under-recognized labor that enables
and shapes RAI work within organizations. We conclude by
discussing how organizations can better support RAI advo-
cacy efforts and, ultimately, envision a future where RAI is
normalized in everyday organizational processes such that ad-
vocacy is no longer needed.

1 Introduction

Despite the growing consensus on the importance of respon-
sible artificial intelligence (RAI) and regulatory pressures,
large technology companies often face significant chal-
lenges in implementing RAI principles (Mittelstadt 2019;
Schiff et al. 2020). Recent scholarship has highlighted many
challenges to accomplishing RAI work in organizations,
ranging from a lack of leadership support and resourcing to
difficulties working in an ambiguous space with imperfect
solutions (Ali et al. 2023; Widder et al. 2023; Rakova et al.
2021; Madaio et al. 2024; Schiff et al. 2020). However, even
when not prioritized, RAI work does happen in technology
companies, albeit to varying degrees of success. Even in the
face of pushback, passionate advocates work hard to cham-
pion RAI and ensure some level of RAI work happens within
their organizations.

In this paper, we adopt an organizational communication
theoretical lens to understand the work of RAI advocacy.
This theoretical lens views organizations not as static mono-
liths, but as continually organized through communication:
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being continuously (re)constituted through the communica-
tive acts of people, some of whom have more or less power
than others. Without people communicating — ideating, ne-
gotiating, (dis)agreeing — organizations, their products, ser-
vices, values, practices, and cultures would not exist. While
it is convenient to treat corporations as monoliths, in reality,
decisions are made by people and reflect the conversations
and tensions they encounter in everyday work. What con-
versations and tensions do people have in large technology
companies about RAI? What does the work of advocating
for RAI look like? What communicative strategies do RAI
advocates use? What challenges do they encounter? Such
questions lie at the heart of this paper.

We address these questions through an in-depth explo-
ration of RAI advocacy at a large technology company, fol-
lowed by triangulation with a few participants from other
similar companies. We conducted in-depth semi-structured
interviews with 22 self-identified RAI advocates, sixteen of
which worked at the same technology company. In doing
so, we illuminate the invisible work (Hatton 2017; Star and
Strauss 1999) of RAI advocacy, including, but not limited
to, raising awareness for RAI, getting buy-in for RAI work,
and helping teams address RAI risks in products while stay-
ing humble and diffusing adversarial attitudes. We identify
fourteen communicative strategies RAI advocates use to ad-
dress five major challenges and shed light on the emotional
and mental toll of doing this often unpaid and unrecognized
work. We discuss implications for future research and for
supporting RAI advocacy in organizations committed to ad-
vancing RAL

Our goal is to take a necessary first step in advancing
our understanding of the under-studied work of RAI advo-
cacy through an in-depth exploration in the context of one
large technology company. In technology companies, RAI
advocacy often happens in response to push-back at the in-
terpersonal, team, and organizational levels. Conversations
on RAI advocacy often involve discussing sensitive topics
such as “unreasonable” colleagues, “bad” organizations, or
leadership that “doesn’t care.” Corporate employees hesitate
to discuss such matters, particularly with people from other
companies. Two of the authors work at a large technology
company and have good rapport with its RAI practitioners,
sixteen of whom trusted us with candid conversations. We
conducted six additional interviews with self-identified RAI



advocates at other companies, whom we identified through
snowball sampling. In these additional interviews, we were
interested to see whether RAI advocacy differs across orga-
nizational contexts (data triangulation). We were surprised
to notice very similar themes, so we report findings across
the two groups together.

With this research, we aim for transferability of findings.
Other employees at various companies who engage in RAI
advocacy and experience similar challenges as our partic-
ipants might benefit from learning about the communica-
tive strategies our interviewees shared. As with any in-depth
qualitative research, we do not aim for nor claim that these
findings describe RAI advocacy across the technology in-
dustry. Instead, we share “lessons learned” that others in
similar situations may benefit from.

2 Background and Related Work

Our approach to RATI advocacy has its roots in critical schol-
arship on Al and RAI, especially work on the sociotechnical
and organizational aspects of RAI. We build on this under-
standing of RAI advocacy using the analytical lens of com-
munication as constitutive of organization (CCO) from the
field of organizational communication.

2.1 RAI Advocacy

Despite the growing consensus around the need for RAI and
the increasing number of RAI tools, organizations strug-
gle to implement RAI in practice. Multiple barriers ham-
per RAI work, such as a lack of buy-in (Ali et al. 2023;
Rakova et al. 2021), organizational silos (Piorkowski et al.
2021; Rakova et al. 2021; Jing et al. 2024), a lack of incen-
tives (Widder et al. 2023; Deng et al. 2023), communica-
tion challenges (Deng et al. 2022; Piorkowski et al. 2021;
Nahar et al. 2022), and mismatched expectations and val-
ues among stakeholders (Madaio et al. 2024; Deng et al.
2023; Holstein et al. 2019; Jakesch et al. 2022; Piorkowski
etal. 2021). The interdisciplinary nature of RAI work further
requires “meaningful collaboration” (Madaio et al. 2024)
across many disciplines with distinct expertise, goals, and
vocabularies (Madaio et al. 2024; Schiff et al. 2020; Deng
et al. 2023; Piorkowski et al. 2021; Nahar et al. 2022).
Such collaboration is challenging in organizations, espe-
cially given the uneven power dynamics between disciplines
(Ali et al. 2023). The fact that organizations prioritize effi-
ciency and profitability exacerbates these challenges, creat-
ing substantial resistance to RAI work that is often perceived
as complicating or even stifling progress (Whittlestone et al.
2019). The ideals of RAI often appear misaligned with the
everyday realities of organizations (Ali et al. 2023).

Despite these substantial barriers, RAI work does happen
in organizations (Madaio et al. 2024; Ali et al. 2023; Wid-
der et al. 2023; Schiff et al. 2020; Deng et al. 2023; Madaio
et al. 2020). This is primarily made possible by the critical
work of RAI advocacy—the concerted and persuasive effort
to advance RAI in organizations by strategically addressing
RATI’s sociotechnical and organizational challenges. Recent
research shows that for RAI to happen, “passionate individ-
ual advocates” (Madaio et al. 2020) must regularly act as
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“ethics entrepreneurs” (Ali et al. 2023) to enable value align-
ment and reduce frictions in the “understanding, contextual-
izing, and evaluation” (Deng et al. 2023) of RAI problems
and solutions in organizations. RAI advocates take on this
crucial work, often outside their job description, to position
RAI not as a roadblock but as an enabler of successful Al
products (Nedzhvetskaya and Tan 2024). This requires them
to, among other things, raise awareness, build coalitions, and
navigate institutional inertia and power dynamics (Widder
et al. 2023; Madaio et al. 2024; Schiff et al. 2020; Deng et al.
2023; Madaio et al. 2020). While RAI advocacy is crucial to
the success of RAI in organizations, we know little about
what constitutes on-the-ground RAI advocacy work, how it
is done, what strategies it entails. In this paper, we take a
first step to bridge this gap, focusing on the communicative
work of RAI advocates.

2.2 Seeing RAI Through an Organizational
Communication Lens

To study the everyday work of RAI advocates within orga-
nizations, we draw on research in organizational communi-
cation, which provides a theoretical background to explore
how tensions and challenges shape organizations through
ongoing communicative activity. In this view, organizations
are replaced with organizing - continually constructing orga-
nizations through their members’ communicative acts (We-
ick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld 2005; Weick 1979). Rather than
viewing communication as discrete messages separate from
the issues they describe, the view of organizations being
constituted through communication argues that messages
and the issues they describe are one and the same, to the
extent that they shape how organizational members develop
understandings, values, and courses of action (Ashcraft,
Kuhn, and Cooren 2009; Schoeneborn, Kuhn, and Kirreman
2019; Brummans et al. 2024). RATI activities — deciding what
constitutes a risk, what risk level is acceptable, brainstorm-
ing and negotiating mitigations, coordinating their imple-
mentations — and, at a fundamental level, persuading people
that RAI matters — are all communicative acts that continu-
ously constitute organizing around RAL It is through com-
munication that members collectively negotiate what RAI is,
how it is done, how much it is valued, and where it stands
among an organization’s priorities.

In fact, the vast majority of work, including building tech-
nology, is communication. Prior scholarship has articulated
how organizational communication facilitates the social
construction of technology, such as through technological
framing and sociotechnical problem construction (Leonardi
2011, 2015; Mazmanian, Cohn, and Dourish 2014; Or-
likowski and Scott 2015; Orlikowski and Gash 1994). Fur-
thermore, as Bisel et al. (Bisel et al. 2011) articulate, or-
ganizational members collectively negotiate understandings
of ethics through communication, as “communication itself
is the behavior that imbues workplace (ethical or unethical)
behavior with value” (p. 154).

The dynamics of negotiating and constituting organi-
zational realities through communication are not always
smooth. Tensions and conflicts occur, but they can be trans-
formative when approached constructively. For instance, the



visionary early 20th century theorist Mary Parker Follett saw
conflict as a natural friction that occurred with the ongoing
introduction of new ideas and cooperation within organi-
zations. In particular, Follett wrote of resolving differences
through integration, which she identified as finding resolu-
tion where opposing parties could creatively work together
toward an alternative solution without compromise or resort
to coercive tactics. She argued that this type of cooperative
resolution via integration could promote “power-with” (Fol-
lett 1925; Berman and Van Buren 2015), where decision-
making could be approached collectively within organiza-
tions rather than stemming from the authority held in partic-
ular roles (Mumby and Kuhn 2024).

Despite the opportunity that organizational tensions may
pose for cooperation and change, they are still challenging
to navigate in everyday situations. Putnam et al. (Putnam,
Fairhurst, and Banghart 2016) define tensions in organiza-
tions as times when persistent topics or situations where
there is stress, anxiety, discomfort, or tightness in making
choices are enacted in communication. Tensions are a result
of navigating multiple, sometimes contradictory discourses
that RAT advocates frequently face when balancing various
business demands and RAI goals (Widder 2024; Browne,
Drage, and MclInerney 2024).

Persistent tensions are powerful within organizations be-
cause they can disincentivize speaking up, especially around
moral or ethical concerns. The reluctance to openly discuss
ethics issues or raise moralized objections at work has been
characterized as the “moral-mum effect,” which is the re-
sult of both socialization processes that guide employees to
not voice moral or ethical concerns, and impression man-
agement norms that make moral or ethical concerns difficult
to discuss in everyday interactions (Bisel et al. 2011; Bisel
2018). In other words, it is difficult to “call out” others as
being unethical, especially if one has a lower status, which
is frequently the case for practitioners who focus on ethics
in Al work (Widder 2024). Moral or ethical dissent in these
contexts thus has a face-threatening nature which serves to
further silence upward ethical dissent or sometimes creates
situations where issues are labeled as benign rather than un-
ethical (Kassing 2002; Zanin, Bisel, and Adame 2016).

However, despite the challenges related to discussing eth-
ical issues in everyday organizational talk, regularly raising
ethical issues encourages others to broach such issues, low-
ering the face-threatening nature of moral or ethical talk.
Zanin et al. (Zanin, Bisel, and Adame 2016) conceptual-
ize the spread of ethical talk as “moral contagion” and find
that moral talk from leadership further facilitates ethical dis-
sent and trust among employees. More broadly, organiza-
tions that craft supportive cultures for dissent or upward ad-
vocacy from employees can realize benefits at both the in-
dividual and organizational level. Support for employee dis-
sent, advocacy, or issue-selling has been linked to improve-
ments in organizational decision-making (Garner 2013; Gar-
ner and Ragland 2019; Garner and Garner 2011; Hegstrom
1990; Dutton et al. 2001), creativity (Kajzer Mitchell and
Walinga 2017; Lu et al. 2019), fostering successful change
initiatives (Detert and Trevifio 2010; Satterstrom, Kerrissey,
and DiBenigno 2021), and promoting social equity (Piderit
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and Ashford 2003; Kundro, Neely, and Muir 2024).

Given this background, a key question is how can individ-
uals who care about RAI communicate concerns in ways that
change existing ideas or offer new perspectives, despite ten-
sions. This line of thinking follows a dialectical analysis of
resistance within organizations that focuses on understand-
ing how individuals navigate and influence ongoing power
dynamics and practices (Mumby et al. 2017; Mumby 2005).
In this work, we draw upon these theoretical perspectives
with the aim of understanding how individuals who advo-
cate for RAI navigate and influence ongoing power dynam-
ics and practices related to getting RAI work done. What
communicative strategies do RAI advocates employ? What
challenges do they encounter? What does the communica-
tive work of getting RAI done consist of, what are its re-
wards and costs?

3 Research Methods

To address these research questions, we conducted an in-
depth interview study with 22 employees of large technol-
ogy organizations who self-identified as RAI advocates. We
began by interviewing sixteen participants who were em-
ployed at the same company as two of the authors, aim-
ing for in-depth, candid conversations. These participants
were familiar with our research group’s reputation and, al-
though they asked for reassurance regarding confidentiality,
engaged in discussion of difficult topics. To achieve data tri-
angulation, we then interviewed six participants from other
organizations, whom we identified through snowball sam-

pling.

3.1 Participants

We used criterion sampling to select participants who
worked in the information technology field, preferably at
large multinational technology companies, and who self-
identified as RAI advocates. We advertised the research on
discussion groups and email lists, and through snowball
sampling, first inside one company, then others. We included
participants who had RAI in their formal job descriptions,
participants who did volunteer RAI work, and participants
who advocated for RAI even though it was not a part of their
role.

Twenty-two RATI advocates participated in our interviews.
Many participants expressed concerns about confidential-
ity and for this reason, we report only the information
about them needed to establish context for the findings. All
but two participants were employed by large multinational
technology companies. Two were employed at technology-
related non-profit organizations. Ten participants worked in
the product management discipline, in various roles related
to product, research, or customer success. The remaining 12
participants worked in UX (UX design, UX research; n=4),
research (as applied or research scientists; n=4), engineer-
ing/data science (n=3), and other (n=1). Of the 22 partici-
pants, eight had RAI in their official job descriptions. They
worked in research teams that focused on RAI, or were part
of their organization’s RAI programs. Six participants did
not have RAI in their official job descriptions, but did formal



RALI activities such as training and advising product teams
on a volunteer basis. The remaining eight participants advo-
cated for RAI in their work as RAI conversations or issues
came up. All participants were based in the United States or
Canada.

As described earlier, sixteen of our 22 participants were
employed at the same technology company. We first inter-
viewed these sixteen participants from the same company,
and left those from other companies towards the end, so we
could better assess data saturation. We reached data satura-
tion about halfway through the interviews, but we contin-
ued interviewing RAI advocates for added confidence in our
findings. Indeed, participants from the other organizations
expressed eerily similar concerns, giving us confidence data
saturation had been reached. Therefore, we do not separate
findings per group.

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

We interviewed participants using a semi-structured ap-
proach. The first part of the interview was not recorded and
was intended to ensure advocates were comfortable talking
to us. We explained the scope of the study, positioned ten-
sions as inevitable and productive in RAI and in organiza-
tions more broadly, and addressed any confidentiality con-
cerns. In addition to signing the IRB forms, many partici-
pants asked us to not disclose the name of their company,
their formal role, or provide identifying details about the
type of work they did. When participants were ready, we
started the video recording and asked them to explain their
work and how it related to RAL Interview topics included
examples of how they had advocated for RAI; examples of
doing the right thing for RAI in spite of pressures; examples
of push-back, if any, they had encountered; advice for others
in the form of Dos and Don’ts of RAI advocacy; and ways
they managed energy — both finding support when drained
and staying energized.

Most interviews were typically conducted by two re-
searchers, one serving as main interviewer and the other as
note-taker and back-up. Interviews were scheduled for one
hour, and they lasted 54 minutes on average. The longest
interview was 69 minutes and the shortest, 29 minutes. In
total, we collected about 20 hours of interview recordings,
which were automatically transcribed by the qualitative data
analysis software Marvin.

We read and corrected the automated transcripts, then
coded sections of interviews by adding notes and labels in
Marvin. Given the semi-structured, conversational nature of
our interviews, we used an approach that combined induc-
tive coding from interviews and consulting existing liter-
ature to develop an interpretive framework from the data
(Tracy and Gist-Mackey 2024).

We did two rounds of coding. The first round involved
open coding. The second author led this round. Open coding
involved creating a list of advocates’ individual actions, such
as “sharing examples” and “using numbers,” and then con-
necting different actions into codes to capture strategies such
as “raising awareness” and ‘“clearly communicating.” The
initial outcome was a list of 21 advocacy strategies, based on
184 interview excerpts where participants discussed exam-
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ples of RAI advocacy. The first author then worked with the
second author to complete open coding, leading to the final
set of 14 strategies. (We merged some strategies with others
due to strong ties - e.g., “find the lowest common denomi-
nator” was merged with “tie RAI work to business goals and
product needs.”)

The second round involved axial coding to code the in-
terviews for organizational challenges. The first author led
this round, working with second and third authors. We used
interview data and existing literature to identify five broad
challenges discussed by RAI advocates related to promot-
ing RAI within their organizations. We then created second-
level codes that linked strategies to challenges (Tracy 2018;
Scott and Medaugh 2017). We observed that challenges pro-
vide an organizing framework for advocacy strategies, as
participants adapted their strategy depending on the chal-
lenge they faced and the goal they aimed to achieve. In addi-
tion to challenges and advocacy strategies, our findings high-
light the mental and emotional toll of RAI work, which is a
separate theme.

4 Findings

We organize our findings around challenges advocates
shared in interviews. These challenges are also supported by
existing research literature, and they align with two major
tensions: getting buy-in for RAI (the why of RAI) and facil-
itating RAI work (the how of RAI). For each challenge, we
describe the common communicative strategies advocates
referenced in addressing it -— how they offer new meanings
in response to the underlying tensions. An advocacy strategy
(e.g., “leverage existing beliefs and values”) can be imple-
mented via different actions (e.g., “position RAI as some-
thing people already do,” “appeal to safety concerns,” and
“align work with other teams”). In this paper, we focus on
1-2 actions per strategy and feature only the most salient
quotes. We end with findings about the emotional aspects
and toll of RAI advocacy work as described by advocates
during interviews.

4.1 Tension: Why? Getting Buy-In for RAI

Before any action toward RAI can take place, advocates
have to get buy-in from peers and leaders. Participants men-
tioned two challenges for getting buy-in: lack of awareness
about RAI and the inability to see how RAI is relevant to a
specific case.

Challenge 1: Lack of RAI Awareness
Participants explained that stakeholders were at times sim-
ply unaware of RAI, a foundational challenge for advocacy.
When addressing the lack of awareness, participants talked
about using strategies such as speaking up at the appropri-
ate time, using examples as fear appeals (Tannenbaum et al.
2015), and cultivating audiences and adapting to them.
Speaking up when peers and managers were discussing a
topic with RAI implications was one of the most straight-
forward strategies for raising awareness. P18 explained that
doing RAI advocacy in the real context of their job “looks
like raising my hand in the meeting and speaking to [RAI].”
Several pointed to meetings, readouts, or workshops as key



occasions for advocacy, both because of the opportunity to
get engagement on RAI from a wider audience and to “get
everyone on the same page” (P02).

A related strategy to raise awareness was to ground RAI
concerns in real world and at times personal examples. Some
used hypothetical examples to draw attention to what they
think are “the riskiest scenarios” (P03). Others drew from
experiences or examples that were both familiar within their
organizations and portrayed in media to create fear appeals
(Tannenbaum et al. 2015):

“Being able to talk about those [cases] and present
them in a way that, hey, you know, we know this hap-
pened. It was embarrassing. This is how we took care
of it. We want to walk you through it so you don’t end
up in the same kind of situation.” (P12)

Pointing to existing examples or hypotheticals was com-
mon, and some advocates also drew examples from their
own personal experiences, identities, or values. One advo-
cate (P17) described how growing up in East Africa allowed
them to recognize and address cultural gaps in their work
that others may overlook. They found this particularly use-
ful in their fairness-related work and starting a team focused
on globally inclusive data practices:

“There’s nothing like a good anecdote or story, some-
thing personal that really makes your message land.
And if it comes from a really authentic place, like
this is my lived experience, it does make an impact
at times. So I have in some cases used that to my ad-
vantage.” (P17)

Another noted that their involvement in their Latina com-
munity outside of work energized their advocacy efforts in
their organization, enabling them to:

“[bring] something up that’s going to meet the needs
of my community. And it’s going to meet the needs,
hopefully, or how people think about considerations
that will impact other communities like mine, who are
underrepresented in these meetings or are often the
last ones to be able to access some innovation.” (P18)

P11 described imbuing personal values and anecdotes as
showing vulnerability, and that they cared about the issues
beyond the boundaries of work. However, drawing from per-
sonal identities and anecdotes also opened advocates up to
microaggressions and the weaponization of their identities
against their goals. For example, P17 described a presen-
tation with a company executive on an RAI goal that they
advocated for early in their career. Despite working with
their management line to refine the substantive and business-
oriented arguments of their presentation, they found that the
executive interpreted their presentation as claiming that the
Al technology was racist, refuting the premise of the work
entirely:

“I was really approaching it from [the view that] our
customers care about [RAI] and so we should care
about this. What are we going to do about it? But he
kept bringing it back to race and racism.” (P17)
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Advocates also emphasized that cultivating audiences
and adapting to them to raise awareness was important for
pushing RAI initiatives forward. Common strategies for au-
dience building were to escalate issues through chains of
management to get successive buy-in at each level. Addi-
tionally, advocates framed RAI within messaging that al-
ready appealed to audiences, especially executives. P16 ex-
plained:

“For example, let’s say we have a leader who is
super motivated by customer feedback, right? Then
what are the ways that we understand who is usu-
ally providing them with those insights, and then fig-
ure out the right ways to start having customer in-
sight sessions that are more focused on RAI topics
and then have that person who is typically the input
there present that out with the right lens.” (P16)

P15 used the crawl-walk-run management framework as
a rhetorical strategy to “present the size and nature of the
[RAI] gap in a way that executives are used to.”

”[Showing a] crawl-walk-run table, and having 50
rows and all of them are red, and they’re all crawl
and being like, ‘this is where we are now.” And, I can
explain to you why we’re at crawl in all of these. And
then they re like, ‘what? Okay, get them to walk.” And
I'll say, okay, we can do that but in this timeline if we
have this resourcing. And here’s exactly how I would
do it with that many people.” (P15)

Challenge 2: RAI’s Relevance in Specific Cases
Beyond raising awareness, advocates described challenges
in showing how RAI was relevant in specific situations. In
many instances, others were aware of general RAI principles
or examples but could not see how their existing knowledge
about RAI was relevant in a specific setting. In these cases,
advocates used strategies aimed at showing relevance and
making abstract RAI issues concrete. The specific strategies
were showing the business value of RAI leveraging existing
policies and organizational practices, and leveraging exist-
ing beliefs and values related to software development.
Advocates would illustrate the business value of RAI by
showing how RAI goals and business goals are compati-
ble or at least not in tension. Several participants talked
about discussing RAI in the context of a specific product
and showing how RAI contributes to business value and a
better product overall. One way of advocating for RAI in
products is through the perspective of user trust — that safe
and responsible products would be appreciated by users and
become a distinguishing feature in market competition:

“[...] the point I've been trying to make for ages, is
that actually, our users really care about the thought
and effort and intention that’s being put into products.
If 'm a user [...] of [company name] products, that is
something that I would expect of the company build-
ing all of this technology. And so I've always seen
that as, well, while people are saying that RAI is not
always a business priority, people [do] care. That is a
differentiator in the business anyway.” (P14)



In organizations with internal RAI policies, advocates
would also lean heavily on existing policies or practices to
make the case that RAI was relevant in a specific business
context. Participants said that policies “reduce the burden in
terms of RAI teams like us going in and having to advocate
for the work that we’re doing” (P05). Policies also provided
a standard that advocates could point to: “/RAI review com-
mittee ] brings this new level of, like, okay, you’ve got to meet
this minimum bar, or you cannot ship, right?” (P16).

However, advocates did not have to always use policies as
enforcement mechanisms, and many tended to avoid directly
invoking policy when other strategies were on the table. For
example, one adovcate used the metaphor of a hammer to
describe the different ways of invoking policies:

“Now, you as the RAI practitioner, you need to de-
cide what you’re going to do with that hammer [the
policy]. Right? You can run around and then whack
everything that’s in your view with that hammer,
you know, indiscriminately. Or you can go, oh, look,
here’s a nail. The first thing that I do with a nail usu-
ally is I don’t whack it with full power. I actually hold
it with my fingers, and I’m just going to tap it just a
little bit to actually make sure that it sticks. And then
hopefully, someone else is going to take it from there.
I think it’s all about what you do with the power that
you have been given and the power, in this case, is
policy and corporate strategy.” (P11)

Even in organizations with low RAI maturity (Vorvoreanu
et al. 2023; Heger et al. 2025), advocates could still leverage
existing values and beliefs, such as the importance of privacy
and security. For example, PO8 highlighted specific product
decisions with RAI implications to teams:

“For a product decision, you decided not to run [AI]
on confidential emails. Did you know that [that’s] ac-
tually an RAI mitigation? Because now that’s protect-
ing privacy. [...] I think I have to map what they cur-
rently do. A lot of them think it’s an addition. I'm
like, it’s not just addition, it’s honestly what you al-
ready have decided and mapping it to the mitigation
of these harms.” (POS8)

Several advocates emphasized that their organizations
were far behind in RAI when compared with the maturity
of security or privacy. Therefore, drawing parallels with ex-
isting attitudes toward security or privacy was a common
and effective strategy for advocates when interacting with
product teams.

4.2 Tension: How? Facilitating RAI Work

Even when others were bought into RAI, advocates fre-
quently encountered challenges that hindered the progress of
RAI work. The most common facilitation challenges that ad-
vocates discussed were overcoming adversarial perceptions
of RAI and RAI advocates, uncertainty about how or why
RAI concerns arise in specific contexts, and, at times, uncer-
tainty about how to address RAI risks in practice.
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Challenge 3: Overcoming Adversarial Perceptions of
RAI and Advocates
At times, facilitating RAI work meant that advocates
stepped into workstreams with existing timelines, scope, or
goals made without considering RAI. By incorporating RAI
objectives, advocates sometimes encountered resistance due
to concerns that RAI objectives would compromise other as-
pects of the project. In situations where RAI was perceived
as adversarial to the goals of a project, advocates focused
on fostering a partnership-oriented tone, highlighting goal
alignment, strategically not using RAI language to make RAI
happen, or substituting systems thinking to walk through
RAI concerns.

For example, one advocate described their early tone-
setting with a product team that had never worked with their
organization’s RAI process as communicating:

“I’m not here to block you. I'm really here to help you
ship a more responsible product and that RAI is also
going to be a distinguisher for you and the product
that you ship.” (P0OS)

The broader perception that RAI advocates were blocking
or constraining the development of products was a challenge
that advocates navigated with varying strategies. Some, like
P07, sought to overcome the challenge by doubling down on
how RAI goals aligned with team goals:

“One quote I heard is ‘if we do that, the RAI people
will not be happy.” I thought, interesting, like, how
can we become allies rather than trying to hide from
one another. [...] In the end, it’s building more sus-
tainable relationships, more trustful relationships with
customers.” (P07)

Others emphasized strategically not using RAI language
to make RAI happen:

“[1 refrain from] using the word RAI constantly with
our product [team]. We have our principles. We’re
talking about good UX. We’re framing it from the user
perspective, and I think that helps.” (P13)

Similarly, there were times when they would focus on
“systems thinking,” walking through risks and their potential
implications with their audience without referencing RAI:

“If we’re sensing in the moment that the terms that
represent things have already created a perception in
a group of people that is not going to be in service
of having them situated and attentive to the conver-
sation that we want to run, push all of it aside then,
and instead just speak to, ‘Okay, so let’s play this
scenario out in a year’s time, and let’s imagine these
three things happening. How could we mitigate the
risk of that happening?’ And then we’re kind of get-
ting people directly situated into thinking about sys-
tems, rather than labeling it as ‘we’re now going to
do a RAI workshop’ or ‘we’re now going to harms
model these three scenarios.” That has been a tactic
that I’'m very conscious of and one that I’ve engaged
in if I felt that actually the politics of the terms be-
ing used is taking up more airtime and is triggering



people to such an extent that they are more passionate
about campaigning against doing it, than just getting
on with the task at hand.” (P09)

Challenge 4: Identifying RAI Concerns in Specific Con-
texts

Both advocates and stakeholders faced challenges related to
identifying whether a particular product or feature had RAI
concerns, and if so, deciding how to address them. To iden-
tify whether RAI concerns arose in products, advocates drew
on strategies that sought collaborative input from a range of
expertise, and focused on communicating RAI information
and concerns in concrete, focused formats that matched the
context of the products or teams.

Collaborative input was key to identifying RAI concerns
in specific contexts. Advocates frequently described meet-
ing or speaking with multiple stakeholders to collectively
understand the implications of a product. P18 for instance,
described meeting with team members to clarify and un-
derstand specific aspects of a product in order to build a
clear picture of its RAI implications. Others, like P13, a
UX researcher, described how they would make meetings
about documenting information about an Al system’s harms
“a collaborative activity, and then constantly repeating the
sense-making that we came to together.”

Conveying RAI information in concrete, focused formats
for others was important for fostering collaborative input.
Advocates emphasized the importance of contextually rele-
vant, tangible documents that could guide collective collab-
oration and decision-making. P14 emphasized the benefits
of contextual relevance for teams, explaining:

“When I point them towards a general resource,
sometimes it can make my job a little bit harder, be-
cause then they come back to me with a lot of ques-
tions. So it sometimes makes more sense for me to
spend an afternoon writing up a page that walks teams
through this rather than trying to point them towards
these company-wide resources.” (P14)

Contextually relevant, tangible resources like short slide
decks also enabled teams to raise concrete concerns through
their management chains. P17 explained:

“[It’s one thing to say] as an organization, we’re re-
ally failing in this area. And you can continue calling
that out in the right meetings and in front of the right
people. But if the right people don’t have something
to hold on to for them to advocate on your behalf,
whether it’s a one pager, a deck, a recording, some-
thing — they need a tangible thing that articulates the
issue and what you’re proposing, it’s hard for them to
carry your message forward.” (P17)

Metrics also aided in describing RAI risks in concise for-
mats and allowed teams to “frame [RAI] goals in a more
positive language.” P15 further explained:

“We aim to reduce X amount and look at this long-
term trend that we’ve achieved. Instead of just like,
look at this. Imagine how bad it would have been if it
happened.” (P15)
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However, advocates also raised concerns about a prolifer-
ation of metrics in the RAI space, pointing out that a focus
on metrics could depersonalize harms or inadequately jus-
tify the sociotechnical problems in RAI. As P20 noted:

“When I could write up research proposals, especially
for research on inclusion and diversity or sustainabil-
ity [for RAI], my boss would want to see an actual
metric of, like, how much carbon are you removing
through this research. Which is an impossible ask.”
(P20)

Challenge 5: Uncertainty About How to Address RAI
Concerns in Products

Advocacy often occurred in situations where there was un-
certainty about how to address RAI concerns. In these cases,
advocates embraced pragmatism, meaning that they focused
on incremental wins and compromises that advanced some
RAI goals. They also described relying on their own net-
works to discuss and develop advocacy strategies and at-
tempt to embed advocacy more broadly.

One way to reduce uncertainty about how to address RAI
concerns was by focusing on incremental wins and con-
veying pragmatism. To convey pragmatism, some discussed
problem-based framing of issues, focusing on shared goals
or beliefs, and “the next best thing” (P11) in terms of RAI
mitigations.

Advocates also explained that RAI was difficult to do
alone. Personal networks were important for addressing RAI
concerns in uncertain situations because they could draw
from a larger knowledge base for help. Moreover, larger net-
works allowed RAI advocates to collectively make sense
of new Al technologies. P10, for instance, explained how
a community of practice within their company around RAI
was crucial for understanding implications of generative Al:

“We’ve built a bit of a community around RAI, and
that was intentional as well. So when all the gener-
ative Al, like when the generative Al feature started
to ship and we all had to start engaging in these pro-
cesses together, it really worked to say, hey, we’re all
figuring this out together. [...] And then as we’re fig-
uring it out together, then you’re getting that sharing
of learnings and, and then that’s when you get kind of
the spreading out of the advocacy.” (P10)

Several participants emphasized using networks to spread
advocacy and as structures to embed advocacy in organiza-
tions:

“It’s impossible to do that if you don’t have some kind
of collective action, even if that is like, in an informal
sense, [...] but you need to have, like, networks of peo-
ple who are talking about it and strategizing about it
at an enterprise-wide level.” (P20)

Others saw networks as helping secure resources:

“How do we pull in the right people who are already
passionate about this work, have already started mo-
mentum on this work and gather those people and
laser-focus our efforts in a way that could actually
make impact, like bring in budget so we can actually
do stuff or build stuff?” (P17)



Creating networks ultimately served the purpose of fos-
tering collaboration and innovation on RAI mitigations, en-
abling individuals to leverage each other’s strengths and ex-
pertise, as P02 points out:

“This is something that people can come together over
that maybe they wouldn’t have had a reason to come
together over before. Like, these are folks who never
would have spoken to one another. And maybe in a
one-on-one situation or a one-on-one scenario, they
may benefit from connecting on a topic like RAL”
(P02)

4.3 The Emotional Toll of RAI Advocacy Work

In addition to challenges and communicative strategies to
address them, another finding pertains to the significant
emotional and psychological tolls of RAI advocacy. P15
summarized several common themes related to the taxing
nature of RAI advocacy:

“[...] there’s that tax on people. So there’s the tax of
trying to be proactive and doing this additional work,
on a kind of volunteer basis, or putting together a
plan. All that pre-work is taxing. The advocacy itself
is taxing. Making resource requests and getting shut
down over and over again is taxing. It hurts your self-
esteem.” (P15)

Advocacy work was frequently taken on voluntarily in ad-
dition to formal job duties. Advocates recognized that RAI
work was needed or would not be done unless they stepped
in, taking on the additional workload and thereby adding to
the emotionally and psychologically draining nature of RAI
work. Those who did RAI-related work as part of their for-
mal role still faced frustration from under-resourcing or be-
ing turned down. Furthermore, a common theme was that
advocates were drawn to RAI as a personal passion, am-
plifying the tolls of rejections and setbacks. Several de-
scribed how RAI setbacks “felt personal” or “hurts your
self-esteem,” as P15 explained.

Many also noted that their organizations made ostensive
commitments to RAI without providing additional support,
which further contributed to the taxing feeling of RAI ad-
vocacy. P12, for example, described their frustration with
hollow messaging from the leaders in their company:

“I think the one thing that could have gone better for
us is leadership support. And of course, our leaders
are going to say, ‘yes, yes, we love RAL’ But it just
didn’t have validation from an OKR [objectives and
key results] standpoint, or people weren’t really being
recognized for it.” (P12)

Similarly, P17 noted that advocacy work felt overwhelm-
ing, “especially when you recognize sometimes that the com-
pany could put more dollars towards this [...but] just choose
not to. I feel like that’s when |[...] you feel super deflated.”

Several advocates remarked that the draining nature of
RAT advocacy work led them to question whether they could
sustain it long term. Some noted that they became more se-
lective in how they advocated for RAI or whom they worked
with on RAI advocacy. P04, for instance, reflected that they
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advocated for RAI before a range of people, from “allies to
people that don’t care, and more in-between” and “realized
how draining it is to work with those that don’t care [...and]
since [their] time and capacity is limited anyway, [...they]
mainly focused on those that care most of the time.”

In summary, the emotional and psychological toll of RAI
advocacy work stemmed not only from the inherent chal-
lenges of pushing for RAI practices but also from a lack of
validation. The lack of formal recognition, insufficient re-
sources, and perceived organizational indifference to mean-
ingful RAI progress amplified feelings of frustration, defla-
tion, and burnout. These challenges often forced advocates
to weigh their passion for RAI against their personal well-
being, leading some to recalibrate their efforts or reconsider
their long-term commitment to advocacy.

5 Discussion

Our findings illuminate the invisible work that individuals
within organizations invest to get RAI work done. Our in-
terviews with RAI advocates at large technology compa-
nies revealed five primary challenges to RAI work, which
are aligned with two core tensions: the why and the how of
RAI work. The first two challenges, lack of awareness about
RAI and unclear relevance of RAI, are related to addressing
the why of RAI: Why does RAI matter? The remaining three
challenges, perceptions of RAI advocates as adversaries, un-
certainty about RAI concerns in specific products, and about
how to address them, are related to the how of RAI: How do
we do RAI?

RAI advocates addressed these challenges using sophis-
ticated, adaptive communicative strategies that include ap-
pealing to each audience’s interests, using relevant real-
world examples, adapting the format and content of com-
munication to the audience, and leveraging common busi-
ness interests as well as policy, processes, and social net-
works. These everyday communicative strategies shape the
ongoing organizing for RAI within the structural tensions
in large technology companies. They demonstrate what
“power-with” (Follett 1925; Berman and Van Buren 2015)
can look like in organizations as individuals use communica-
tive strategies to collaborate on solutions and foster collec-
tive ownership of RAI work. The RAI advocacy strategies
we identified are themselves a practical contribution—a living
artifact that others, especially advocates at different compa-
nies, may find helpful when navigating similar challenges.

RALI advocates invest significant cognitive and emotional
load as they try to anticipate what would appeal to each of
their audiences and adapt appeals accordingly while some-
times being perceived as adversaries. During interviews,
participants’ non-verbal communication signaled a mix of
passion, exhaustion, frustration, and hope. Taking into con-
sideration that none of them had formal training in nego-
tiation, RAI advocacy takes tremendous effort, as it means
stretching beyond their usual areas of expertise and extracts
a significant psychological and emotional toll.

Overall, our findings show that RAI advocacy is here to
stay but is unsustainable in its current form. The existence
of formal RAI policies and processes does not make RAI
advocacy obsolete. The success of RAI still largely depends



on advocacy, even as organizations’ RAI processes mature.
To make RAI advocacy sustainable, companies must recog-
nize this fact and reward and support RAI advocacy work.
In this section, we expand on these two points and discuss
their implications for RAI research and practice, in addition
to outlining the limitations of our work.

5.1 The Value of RAI Advocacy

Although participants mentioned the existence of formal
RALI policies, processes, and educational resources in their
organizations, which are indicators of emerging and de-
veloping levels of RAI maturity (Vorvoreanu et al. 2023;
Tabassi 2023; Heger et al. 2025), they also made clear that
these are not enough. Until organizations reach high levels
of maturity characterized by product team members know-
ing how to identify, measure, mitigate, and monitor RAI
risks in various contexts, RAI advocacy work will still be
needed. RAI policies can outline what principles and crite-
ria Al systems must meet but cannot specify how to achieve
these criteria in different scenarios. RAI advocates must
connect the dots and help product teams see how RAI ap-
plies in specific contexts. Also, RAI work is not always
straightforward. It often includes difficult trade-offs and be-
spoke solutions that require specialized expertise. RAI advo-
cates facilitate RAI work by providing that expertise them-
selves or leveraging their networks. These are reasons to be-
lieve that RAI advocacy is not only here to stay but will re-
main a crucial component of organizational RAI efforts.

These findings on how and why RAI advocacy is crucial to
the success of RAI help advance RAI scholarship on at least
two fronts. The first front is research on RAI’s sociotechni-
cal and organizational challenges. Identifying and address-
ing such challenges are core concerns for RAI researchers
(Whittlestone et al. 2019; Madaio et al. 2024, 2020; Ali et al.
2023; Passi and Barocas 2019; Rakova et al. 2021; Passi
2021). While research has highlighted a wide array of RAI
challenges, efforts to address them remain limited in their
effectiveness (Schiff et al. 2020; Holstein et al. 2019; Pi-
orkowski et al. 2021; Nahar et al. 2022). This is, in part,
because there is little research on how practitioners resolve
such challenges on the ground. Our findings advance critical
scholarship on the practical work of addressing RAI chal-
lenges by illuminating how RAI advocates overcome and,
at times, work around such challenges using strategic com-
municative moves. In doing so, we also open new avenues
of research into, for instance, what best practices for RAI
advocacy look like in different organizational contexts and
how communication of, for, and around RAI shapes RAI as-
pirations, concerns, and practice.

The second front for advancing RAI scholarship is re-
search on RAI frameworks, guidelines, and tools. Over the
years, researchers have proposed and developed several such
artifacts (e.g., Madaio et al. 2020; Mitchell et al. 2019; Ge-
bru et al. 2021; Aler Tubella et al. 2023; Boggust et al.
2023; Mccradden et al. 2023; Tang et al. 2024). At the same
time, however, researchers continue to highlight the discon-
nect between the simplistic top-down approaches embedded
in such artifacts and the messy realities of RAI’s bottom-
up practice (Passi and Barocas 2019; Madaio et al. 2020,
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2024; Ali et al. 2023; Holstein et al. 2019; Nahar et al. 2022;
Deng et al. 2022, 2023; Heger et al. 2022). Our research
bridges the gap between theoretical research and practical
implementation of RAI by highlighting the necessity of RAI
advocacy for the uptake and success of RAI artifacts. We
also hope this inspires further research into, for instance, a
deeper exploration of on-the-ground dynamics between RAI
artifacts and practitioners, as well as systematizing and scal-
ing the communicative work of RATI advocacy.

5.2 Making RAI Advocacy Sustainable

RAI advocacy makes RAI possible, yet remains unacknowl-
edged, unrewarded, and unsupported. In addition to com-
plementing recent scholarship on how specific types of RAI
work remain invisible in organizations (e.g., Deng et al.
2022; Passi and Barocas 2019; Widder et al. 2023), our
findings highlight that RAI advocacy work is exhausting.
Although critical to the success of organizational RAI ef-
forts, RAI advocacy work remains unsustainable due to its
high cognitive, psychological, and emotional toll. RAI ad-
vocacy work is complex. Our findings show that RAI advo-
cacy requires, among other things, sophisticated communi-
cation and negotiation skills—skills that (R)AI practitioners
often lack training in and researchers frequently overlook
when examining on-the-ground RAI challenges. RAI’s in-
centivization and resourcing challenges only make matters
worse (Rakova et al. 2021; Heger, Passi, and Vorvoreanu
2022; Madaio et al. 2020). This results in situations where
the success of organizational RAI efforts often hinges on the
voluntary work of a handful of passionate individuals who
relentlessly advocate for RAI with little to no help, recogni-
tion, or reward.

To make RAI advocacy more sustainable, organizations
must first strive to make RAI advocacy work visible. RAI
advocacy needs to be formally recognized, its necessity ac-
knowledged, its complexities appreciated, and its work pri-
oritized and rewarded. Our findings suggest that a lot of RAI
advocacy work happens in technology companies, though it
is rarely someone’s actual job. This must also change. RAI
advocacy needs to be recognized as a formal component of
people’s work, supported by organizational culture, prac-
tices, and structure. For instance, organizations must rec-
ognize the limitations of fixed roles for RAI and promote
more exhaustive RAI advocacy efforts, embracing a “power-
with” (Follett 1925; Berman and Van Buren 2015) approach
to foster collective ownership of RAI work. Organizations
should consider investing in supporting RAI advocates. For
example, the communicative strategies this work has identi-
fied could be shared so RAI advocates can learn from each
other what works and what doesn’t. Organizations could also
help foster—as several participants mentioned—an RAI com-
munity where they can support each other professionally and
emotionally.

Ultimately, organizations should work to make RAI ad-
vocacy unnecessary. This could be achieved by investing in
increasing organizational RAI maturity (Vorvoreanu et al.
2023; Heger et al. 2025). Formal, at-scale RAI advocacy in
the form of education, training, and employee motivation,
as well as the availability of varied resources product teams



can draw upon as they learn to practice RAI, are steps to-
wards higher RAI maturity. However, these are unlikely to
happen without commitment and investment from top lead-
ership. As one participant put it, “I don’t think C-suite gives
a fuck, like, at all”. Whether perception or reality, this, too,
needs to change.

5.3 Limitations

While this research takes a first step and provides valuable
insights into the role of RAI advocates in large technology
companies, it is not without limitations.

First, the research relies on individual self-reported data
from the interviewees, which may be subject to biases such
as social desirability or recall bias. Participants’ accounts of
their experiences and strategies may not always accurately
reflect their actual practices or the broader organizational
context and, like most social interactions, might be viewed
differently from others’ perspectives. Moreover, while we
observed that participants shared their experiences candidly,
it is possible that there were topics and individuals they were
not comfortable discussing with us that they left out.

Second, the rapidly evolving nature of Al and RAI means
that the findings of this study may become outdated as new
technologies, policies, and organizational practices emerge.
Future research should continue exploring the dynamic land-
scape of RAI advocacy. At the time the data for this study
was collected, the AI policy climate in the United States
was conducive to RAIL. RAI advocacy might be different in
changing policy climates, especially in companies eager to
align with the political currents du jour.

6 Conclusion

This research highlights the critical role of RAI advocates
in large technology companies. Through an analysis of 22
in-depth interviews, we identified five challenges these ad-
vocates face and a sophisticated set of communicative strate-
gies they use to address them.

While not generalizable across the tech sector, these find-
ings underscore the demanding and often under-recognized
work of RAI advocacy. By examining the communicative
strategies used by RAI advocates, this research sheds light
on the invisible work that enables and shapes RAI efforts
in organizations. We offer insights into why RAI advocacy
is here to stay and how organizations can better support RAI
advocates. Ultimately, this research envisions a future where
RALI is seamlessly integrated into everyday organizational
processes, reducing the need for advocacy.

Further studies could investigate advocacy strategies in
various organizational, cultural, and policy contexts, and
look into their effectiveness. Future research could also ben-
efit from borrowing from organizational communication the
theoretical lens of communication as constitutive of organi-
zations (CCO) and critically examine how work, organiza-
tions, policy, values, and more are enacted through mundane
communicative acts. Advocacy and resistance in organiza-
tions can take many forms, and might not always be for-
mal or even highly visible. As an Ethiopian proverb goes,
“When the great lord passes, the wise peasant bows deeply
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and silently farts.” The CCO perspective enables us to no-
tice, understand, and appreciate the small acts of resistance,
the daily tensions through which we continuously constitute
our social realities.

Ethical Statement

As an internal research team at a large technology com-
pany, we recognized that the subject of this research itself
poses ethical challenges, both due to the sensitive and per-
sonal nature of participants’ experiences with RAI advocacy
and the potential for participants’ professional reputational
harm. Beyond obtaining IRB approval for original human-
subjects research and following informed consent processes
for this paper, we made several considerations to affirm the
dignity, privacy and confidentiality of participants. We col-
lected a limited amount of participant demographic and bio-
graphic information, and only report aggregated counts. We
intentionally sought perspectives from outside of our orga-
nization, as well as diversity in the identities, professional
roles, and demographics of participants. We also offered par-
ticipants an opportunity to attend a presentation of prelimi-
nary findings.
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