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Background: Societal engagement, i.e. the inclusion of stakeholders and various publics in debating,
assessing and shaping technological developments, has become an integral part of the repertoire of
technology assessment and beyond in the governance of science and technology (e.g. in the context
of RRI) (Bauer et al. 2021). Over the past decades, participation and deliberation have been tested and
advanced in a wide range of technology areas, from planetary defense (Tomblin et al. 2017) and
genetic engineering (Barlevy et al. 2024) to autonomous driving (Chng et al. 2021), as well as to broader
societal challenges such as climate change (Nelson et al. 2021). These practical experiences have been
accompanied by conceptual and procedural reflection, leading to a continuous widening of the design
options and methods for participatory TA, or, more generally, societal engagement in science,
technology and innovation (STI).

Participation and deliberation have been promoted to ensure that public concerns and ethical
considerations are addressed, that technological innovations are aligned with societal values and
expectations, and ultimately to facilitate democratic decision-making on STI (Kaplan et al. 2021).
Integrating the perspectives of a broader range of actors into the assessment process is expected to
counteract the narrowing dynamics of (traditional) expert analysis, with the aim of opening up
anticipatory 'closure' inertias (Urueia et al. 2021) in terms of expectations, perspectives, concerns,
hopes, fears, and visions (Stirling 2007).

However, contrary to the hopes and expectations for opening up technology assessment and
governance, an emerging body of literature has drawn attention to the reinforcement of expert
discourses and dominant political imaginaries in dialogue processes and the marginalization of
dissenting or alternative perspectives (Stilgoe et al. 2013; Kerr et al. 2007; Bogner 2012; Bauer and
Bogner 2020). As a result, the critical role of framing in participatory processes has gained increasing
recognition among scholars and practitioners (Chong and Druckman 2007; Nelson et al. 2024). Framing
is the (selective) structuring of issues, problems and solutions. This includes how problems are
presented, what knowledge is considered relevant and authoritative, and which actors are seen as
legitimate to participate. Thus, frames provide certain modes of perception and interpretation that
influence which aspects of technology and its discontents are emphasized or marginalized. Critical
reflection of the framing of technological issues and framing effects in participatory processes, entails,
inter alia, problematizing the authority of experts and organizers in defining and structuring issues and
discussions, and, more generally, the persisting privileging of scientific expertise, both technical and
social, over other perspectives. By relying on dominant expert framing to structure a debate,
participatory processes run the risk of reproducing established frames and narratives, and focusing on




acceptance of technologically derived solutions rather than fostering genuine debates about the social
desirability of alternate possibilities and futures (Nelson et al. 2024). When certain viewpoints are
systematically excluded, participation and deliberation may fail to open up debates, ultimately
undermining the quality, credibility, and relevance of, and trust in, participatory mechanisms
(Strassheim 2015). On the other side, opening up debates might also be viewed critically when the
democratic and epistemic quality of deliberation is challenged (e.g. when anti-science or racist views
are presented as legitimate counter-views), or when scenarios and options considered are not
scientifically credible or technologically feasible.

Research interest: The proposed Special topic aims to foster an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
dialogue on the framing challenge in participation and deliberation and related conceptual, design and
methodological advances to counteract narrowing framing effects. How can the full potenial of
participatory TA to broaden and deepen societal perspectives be realized by paying closer attention to
the design, procedural and methodological choices that affect how technological issues are structured
and debated? In doing so, the Special topic aims to advance reflexive participatory practices in
technology assessment and, more generally, societal engagement with science and technology in order
to contribute to just transitions and inclusive and equitable technology development and governance.

The Special topic seeks contributions from different disciplinary perspectives (Technology Assessment,
Science and Technology Studies, political science, communication studies, sociology, participatory
action research) and contexts (technology assessment (also beyond pTA), RRI, democratic reform,
equitable development and beyond) that address the challenge of framing in participatory processes
and explore related innovations in participation and deliberation. Contributions may include, but are
not limited to, the following aspects and topics:

A) Conceptual frameworks for understanding and addressing framing in participatory processes.

Contributions from a conceptual point of view could:

e Provide conceptual explorations of framing in participation and discuss the ordering and
framing power of participatory mechanisms and methods from various disciplinary
perspectives. This might also include to clarify the relation between frames to other
concepts such as narratives, counter-narratives, and belief systems in scholarly debates on
participation and engagement.

e Develop and discuss analytical frameworks and tools for identifying and mapping the
variety of frames that become relevant in technology debates. Another question would be
how to capture and explain changes in dominant frames over time or cultures.

e Focus on the further development of the theory of TA and consider the framing challenge
also beyond participation. What role does framing play in conceptual and methodological
debates around expert-TA, parliamentary TA, constructive TA or related processes such as
foresight and horizon scanning?

B) Empirical research and discussion on framing challenges and effects in participatory processes.
We encourage contributions that provide empirical examples of and insights into the framing
challenge in participatory processes, for example through case studies, covering, inter alia:

e The exploration of the effects of framing on outcomes of deliberation and participation as
well as on the credibility of and trust in participatory processes.

e Comparative analyses of framing dynamics and effects across different technological
domains (e.g., biotechnology, information technology, artificial intelligence) or different
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participatory methods and tools (such as focus groups, citizen panels, scenario
workshops). Contributions could also investigate the role of cultural, social, historical, and
institutional factors related to the framing challenge.

Innovations in engagement formats: We particularly invite contributions that present and
discuss innovative engagement formats (both on a conceptual and empirical basis), including
new procedural and methodological approaches to address the framing challenge. Such
contributions might:

Reflect on (new) methods, tools and techniques for facilitating dialogue and negotiation
between stakeholders with divergent frames and for dealing with framing conflicts.
Report and reflect on new collaborations, for example with the arts (Fraaije et al. 2022),
for participatory processes and how such collaborations might open up framing. How can
artistic tools, such as film and drama, provide opportunities to encourage creativity and
unconventional thinking or more emotional views?

Discuss the explicit inclusion of procedures and mechanisms of frame reflection in
participatory processes to make the different framings subject of the debate (Betten et al.
2017).

Explore the potential of digital and computational methods (e.g., social media analysis,
sentiment analysis) to capture and analyze framing dynamics.

Discuss the challenges and limits of opening up framing and participation. In how far might
alternative framings or counter-narratives hinder constructive debate? How can
participatory processes remain open without legitimizing harmful or anti-democratic
perspectives? What criteria should guide the reflection on frames to safeguard
deliberative integrity?
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