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Abstract
Engaging non-experts in matters of science and technology has been increasingly stressed in both rhetoric and
action during the past decades. Under the call for moving participation upstream, agenda setting processes have
been identified as viable entry point for laypeople’s experiential and value-based knowledge into science,
technology and innovation governance (STI). Harnessing visioning for target setting promises to elicit such
knowledge, whilst at the same time evading the dilemma of informing participants about STI that does not exist
prior to engagement. To test such claims, we investigate a large-scale citizen-visioning exercise employed as an
initiation of a transdisciplinary research and innovation agenda setting process, namely CIMULACT. In a comparable
Europe-wide process, more than 1000 laypeople (citizens) produced 179 visions of desirable futures which built the
basis for co-creating future research topics for advising the EU research and innovation programme Horizon 2020.
We provide in depth insights into the visioning methodology for inclusion of citizens into STI agenda setting, and
discuss room for methodological improvement regarding potential loss and gains of creativity and diversity of
opinions considering empirical results of ex-post participant evaluation questionnaires (n ≈ 964). The discussed data
shows a generally positive evaluation of the process and engagement, since citizens are in retrospective content
with the process and visions, they would participate again in a similar event, and they are in favour of the EU to
continue hosting such events in the future. However, citizens were rather sceptic whether the results actually (can/
will) have an impact on the stated aim of integration in research and innovation agenda setting.
Keywords: Visioning, Participatory foresight, Agenda setting, Public engagement

Visions and the democratisation of utopian thought
Developing an image of the future is essential to any
planning activity, thus, a basic trait in humans and even
some non-human species [1, 2]. Whilst there is a long
way from episodic foresight to a structured one, the
main aim remains the same, i.e. assessing future options
to inform and improve present decisions. Developing
and communicating socio-technical futures takes on
various functions in the governance of innovation, such
as mobilisation, legitimation, guidance, coordination,
and sensemaking [3]. Such socio-technical futures may
come in many forms and shapes, nevertheless in the past
often as visions, scenarios and forecasts developed by
* Correspondence: niklas.gudowsky@oeaw.ac.at
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individual or groups of experts. Within the realm of
potential futures, the more populist images of the future
may be rendered utopian—presenting either desirable
targets or dystopian, containing implicit and explicit
fears and warnings.
The terms vision and utopia are often used interchangeably, both referring to descriptions of desirable
futures or idealised expressions of a future, which divert
from the present, aiming at fostering transformative
change [4]. However, whilst utopias describe imagined
ideal worlds encompassing a holistic view of a future
society in a functional narrative [5, 6], visions are descriptions of any imagined future-state, ideal or unideal
from the respective author’s perspective; hence, the
terms of utopian vision—dystopian vision [7, 8]. Visions
also may be very specific in terms of providing an outlook
on futures of certain narrowly defined topics or a common
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target for a transition process. Furthermore, it is necessary
to discern utopia from utopian thought, which is much
more fragmentary and describes ‘a wide range of visionary
expressions’ [9]. Utopian thought has portrayed ideas that
led to societal transformations long before they became
widely distributed and known, such as egalitarianism or
feminism [10]. However, it does not necessarily have to
advocate revolution, but can also inspire incremental
change [5]. Levitas [11] describes utopian thought as a
tool for transdisciplinary problem-solving which endorses
holistic long-term thinking. Visions are not technological
forecasts, but early insight into possible tomorrow’s technologies and can provide sustainable orientation to inform
today’s decisions [12, 13]. As such, crafting desirable
future states is ‘a long-standing effort in human evolution
and social change’ [14]. Their function unfolds when
visions are mentally contrasted to current society resulting
in a ‘facilitative effect on societal engagement’ and thus
transformation of the status quo [5]. Or as Berenskoetter
[8] states ‘visions call for agency to reduce or enhance the
distance between what is and what could be’. He also
discerns ‘robust’ and ‘creative’ visions: whilst the former
integrate historically enduring traits and trends into envisioning futures that display resembling fractions of the
present, the latter generate ‘a new horizon whose primary
function is to inspire and open up new paths into the
future which hitherto were considered impossible’.
Visions can unfold a catalytic effect especially with
regard to socio-technical developments, when they draw
attention, change mind-sets, motivate behavioural change,
followed by the allocation of funds [15, 16]. Visions and
utopias challenge an existing order and inspire transformative change.
But even if a vision aims at transformation, it remains
questionable to whom the respective future seems desirable. Obviously, a vision’s ability to unfold transformative power reflects (established) societal power relations.
Visions expressed by influential stakeholders describing
futures within boundaries convenient to those in power,
are much more likely to shape present decisions and actions than any vision expressed by those conventionally
perceived as powerless, such as lay people. Often, a tiny
elite of visionaries significantly influences innovation
culture and technological change [17], especially if their
visions become governance targets [18]. Visions may
also exert power over actors, as changing arrangements
increasingly becomes difficult, the more those actors invest and believe in a certain vision [8].
On the contrary, this results in an underlying ethical
problem of technological development: ‘most of the
world’s masses are in no position to anticipate for themselves either immediate benefits or improved long-term
prospects from the forward march of technology’ [19].
‘Profane’ desires, such as the one for employment, may

be easily overlooked when in competition with glaring
high-tech visions of nano-technology or space colonisation, and thus render large parts of the population ‘not
having a future’ [20]. Schneider and Lösch [21] describe
how innovation governance and future making are often
‘unequally distributed’, and show how these can be democratised by democratising the very means to explore futures—in the exemplary case of 3D-printing in fab-labs.
Also, Callaghan [22] identifies power dispersion as a
necessary condition for future technological progress.
Democratising futures has been a growing stream in
foresight, technology assessment (TA) and futures studies, and these fields have explored futures in a participatory manner for several decades [23–26]. TA, for
instance, displays an ‘inherent democratic nature’ by including knowledge of various actor groups in developing
and strengthening the thinking in alternative futures
[27]. Fostering the democratising function of strategic
foresight is important for obtaining ‘collective and citizen ownership of the future’ [28].
Numerous methods have been developed, remixed and
applied to engage actors beyond the expert realm, especially
with regard to public engagement in science and technology [29]. Within the growing framework of responsible
research and innovation (RRI), engagement (inclusion) and
anticipation are central pillars, among reflexivity and
responsiveness. Building on existing concepts, such as
upstream engagement or technology assessment, RRI demands an early inclusion of stakeholders and the public in
research and development, which is meant to ‘increase the
possibilities to anticipate and discern how research and
innovation can or may benefit society as well as prevent
any negative consequences from happening’ [30]. An analysis of the past European science policy framework programmes shows that their impetus changed from science
education and communication towards governance and
transformation of science and scientific institutions [31].
Eizagirre, Rodríguez [32] attest to RRI’s aim of inclusive
governance on the one hand, however, describing these
aims’ lingering contradiction with EU innovation policy’s
strategic imperative of competitiveness and economic development. Whilst for some socio-technical developments,
this contradiction may be more serious than for others,
Stirling [33] sees ‘possibilities for achieving more truly sustainable and socially deliberate technological futures’. Inclusive research and innovation governance is often used
synonymously with public engagement in science and technology, for which considerable resources—€440 mio.—were
allocated within the previous EU framework programme
for research and innovation1. Public engagement, however,
1

See budget of SWAFS related work programmes from 2014-2020:
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/
public-engagement-responsible-research-and-innovation
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can only contribute to inclusive governance if its results are
considered during decision-making and if they find implementation in any way, which they often do not, or as Braun
and Könninger [34] conclude after reviewing and structuring scholarly criticism on public participation: ‘Over the
past one or two decades, the participatory turn has largely
played out as a proliferation of standardised, stage managed, mostly government- or science-led arrangements of
invited participation. Such arrangements frequently remain
disconnected from actual policy-making or governance
processes and thus more or less inconsequential’.
One way of democratising socio-technical futures is
engaging laypeople into agenda setting in the course of
research and innovation programming, as such an
approach offers a means of escaping the Collingridge dilemma: ‘citizens do not need a profound understanding
or representation of a certain technology to express what
needs it should help fulfil and which values it should
reflect’ [35]. Here, visioning—imagining desirable futures—without prior framing, promises to elicit such implicit and explicit knowledge [36]. Whenever discussing
visions within the scope of this article, we are rather referring to results of utopian thought. Participants of the
examined visioning exercise were explicitly instructed to
imagine desirable (ideal) futures, albeit bearing in mind
that a desirable future for one group of individuals may
be undesirable to another. However, the visions mostly
dealt with certain aspects of desired futures and therefore were to a large extent less holistic than full utopias
(see above).
Besides being a key reference point for planning, participatory visioning activities hold process-level functions,
such as capacity building, stakeholder empowerment,
creating ownership, and developing accountability [13].
Recent empirical studies have shown that citizen-based
agenda setting processes provide different outlooks on the
same topics as well as unique topics when compared to
expert-based foresight studies [37, 38]. Such participatory
agenda setting has been identified as viable means for an
early inclusion of laypeople’s experiential and value-based
knowledge into science, technology and innovation
governance [35]. If the visioning process is conducted in a
creative and fair democratic setting, it can increase legitimacy and accountability of agenda setting processes and
therefore research and innovation agendas—if results are
actually considered in decision-making [39].

European agenda setting process for research and
innovation. We are mainly interested in discussing the applied visioning method in the light of relevant literature,
as well as in reflection of the results of an ex-post evaluation survey among participants. We are especially looking
for areas of improvement for reaching the aim of democratising utopian thought and research and innovation
governance.
After an overview of the context in which the process
took place, we provide insights into the method of this
visioning process itself and discuss its steps with regard
to its theoretical and practical underpinnings. Then, we
present and discuss data from the participants’ ex-post
evaluation questionnaires, and to finally draw lessons
learned with regard to the visioning process specifically
as well as for large large-scale consultation processes in
general2.

Method
Citizens’ visions in an Europe-wide agenda setting
process

In a comparable Europe-wide process, more than 1000
laypeople (citizens) participated in 30 parallel national
visioning workshops (EU 28 + Norway and Switzerland),
and produced 179 visions of desirable futures [40].
These visions built the basis for co-creating potential
research topics for Horizon 2020 and possibly FP9. The
visioning served as the initial step which was followed by
an analysis of societal needs within the visions, a cocreation event for drafting potential research topics,
another deliberation phase (online, offline) and a final
policy workshop (see Fig. 1). Overall, this participatory
research and innovation agenda setting process—CIMULACT—aimed to inform European research and
innovation agendas. Whilst we predominately examine
the visioning method and citizens’ evaluation of the
event in this article, for readers interested in analysis of
the content of the visions, there is abundant material
available, see [37, 38, 41–43], for an impact assessment
consult Hebáková, Ratinger [44].
Visioning process

The visioning process itself built on the visioning
method within the established CIVISTI method [39].
The process was designed for a group of approximately
2

Aim and research question

For public engagement in general, and for engaging
citizens into agenda setting specifically, methods providing
deliberation environments are an indispensable prerequisite. In this contribution, we investigate methodological
and facilitatory aspects of a standardised trans-European
visioning exercise that lay groundwork to a broader trans-

The CIMULACT project (Citizen and Multi-actor Consultation of
Horizon 2020) was a coordination and support action (CSA) funded
under Horizon 2020, H2020-ISSI-2014-2015: Call for integrating Society in Science and Innovation, Topic ISSI-2-2014: Citizens and multiactor engagement for scenario building. It was coordinated by the Danish Board of Technology (DBT). The authors lead the work package
designated to citizen visioning, which included method development
and specification, training consortium partners for conducting the 30
national workshops, developing prompting material and the ex-post
evaluation questionnaire.
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Fig. 1 CIMULACT methodology to co-create research topics [37]

36-40 participants distributed around six tables for a 1day workshop. The composition of participants at each
table reflected a maximum possible diversity with regard
various socio-demographics described in the next section. The process followed a standardised script. Its main
steps can be summarised as follows: sharing knowledge
on the past; visual inspiration and brainstorming; clustering of ideas; imaginary time travel; creating individual
futures; creating shared futures; market of futures and
building and reflecting final visions [45]. Initially, discussion rules were explicitly introduced. These are not very
strict rules, but rather common-sense nudges regarding
respectful communication. However, the facilitator asked
everyone to agree, setting a baseline to which the group
could return to in case of conflict. Organisational slots
in the workshop design, such as breaks, introductions
and ice breakers, are not further described in the following, rather focussing on content-related steps.
Sharing knowledge on the past At each table, a group
of 6 to 8 participants shared knowledge on hopes,
dreams and challenges they (or their parents/grandparents) have had in daily life 30-40 years ago. This step
aimed at prompting a sense of opportunity for change
over a longer period of time, whilst at the same time
establishing group work and fosters group affiliation via
communicating personal stories.
Visual inspiration and brainstorming Participants
picked one or two images from a set of around 100 pictures displayed on each table, and discussed why they associate the image with hopes, dreams or fears in relation
to the future. This step encouraged futures thinking and
creativity, to facilitate individual inspiration and further

foster group affiliation and team-work. CIMULACT
used a standardised picture set, selected by an interdisciplinary group after all consortium members had the
opportunity of submitting pictures. For the picture-set,
selection criteria were established, e.g. displaying a broad
spectrum of everyday content with relevance to societal
challenges, no discriminating content, gender balance
and no advertisement. Participants started very briefly
writing down hopes, dreams and fears for a future in 3040 years. They were prompted to considering different
perspectives, a self-centred, family and friend’s point of
view and a larger view concerning society (e.g. city,
county and Europe).
Clustering of ideas, exhibition and presentation The
facilitated generation of ideas on futures led to sharing
and discussing ideas with the aim of clustering those.
Participants started with identifying differences and
commonalities in a bottom-up way, supported by a facilitator. Clustering results of all groups were exhibited
besides each other and were presented to all other
groups in plenum. This step served for providing an
arena for sharing knowledge, cross-fertilisation of ideas,
building common understanding and facilitating mutual
learning. After presentations, participants were asked to
pick one or two ideas that they would prefer to specify.
Imaginary time travel After an introduction to the
concept of visions, a facilitator led participants through
an imaginary journey into futures, which is based on
principles of autogenic training. This provided a calm
space for individual creativity and processing of the
previously picked or other ideas.
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Individual futures Inspired by the time-travel or any
other of the previous steps, participants created approximately one to two short narratives individually, based on
a template. They were able to choose to develop
whatever idea they preferred. The only restriction was a
framing as desirable future within the timeframe of
2030-2040 and a description of why this future is
important and to whom. Participants were allowed to
use identified threats and fears as sources, however, were
encouraged to briefly describe a future where these had
been overcome or where measures had been taken for
them not becoming real at all.

education occupation and place of living. For example,
six age groups were defined, ranging from 16 to 60 and
older; to then have one member of each age group in all
smaller working groups (table level). Four educational
levels – pre-primary to higher education – and several
occupation groups were defined to distribute participants at table level aiming at a high heterogeneity of
backgrounds. The criterion of place of living ensured
engaging city as well as country dwellers’ [42]. These criteria were centrally developed and communicated along
with training on recruitment strategies and guidelines to
ensure that all national partners were able to recruit a
composition with a high heterogeneity according to the
discussed socio-demographics. Nevertheless, as each national partner acted within differing institutional settings
and followed different strategies, e.g. some countries
used professional recruiting agencies, whilst other selfrecruited. This resulted in an overall composition that
diverged slightly from the aimed for with regard to an
increased share of higher educated and older participants [46].

Shared futures After presenting the individual short
narratives to each other, each group had the task to form
two shared futures per table, so called ‘raw-visions’. Via
facilitated deliberation, participants built two narratives
by merging, extending or simply selecting the individual
futures.
Market of futures All shared futures were displayed in
an exhibition easily accessible to all participants. A representative of each table presented the respective raw visions in plenum. This step aimed at fostering a shared
understanding of desirable futures across the entire
group. Afterwards, all participants silently voted (sticky
dots) on which of the two futures of each table they prefer, being prompted to consider criteria such as clearness, uniqueness and creativity and importance. The
voting outcome served as non-binding advice to each
group, when picking one of the shared futures for
further elaboration.
Building, reflecting and presenting visions Table
groups deliberate of different parts of the selected future
to elaborate it into a vision. This work is supported by
the facilitator who repeatedly asks participants to specify
their ideas and a template, which ensures relative
comparability. Elaborated versions of the respective
vision are then presented to other groups, gaining their
feedback to then further elaborate and specify. This
phase provides a space for mutual learning and reflexivity. Reflection on consequences and improvement of
knowledge takes place in table groups, after final deliberation and wording visions are presented in plenum.
Composition of participants and approach

The guidelines for selecting the composition of participants invited to the visioning workshop were grounded
on the basic assumption that building a sample of maximum heterogeneity leads to including a higher variety
of different perspectives. Thus, each of the 30 national
consultation invited ‘around 36 participants, ensuring a
high diversity within the following criteria: age, gender,

Questionnaire design, assessment and limits

The standardised questionnaire consisted of 19 multiple
choice questions and an open commentary field. This
relative briefness of the questionnaire, which overall
took participants approximately 10-15 min to answer,
limits the depth of analysis considerably. We deliberately
chose this relative briefness for the following reasons: (a)
collecting participants’ impressions as they were undistorted and fresh; (b) achieving a high return rate and (c)
not straining participants excessively at the end of an
active 8-h workshop day. We considered a more elaborated ex-post evaluation survey, not conducted on site
but mailed later, but expected considerably lower return
rates, which we believe effects result strongly with bias
towards answers of participants being well-disposed towards the project. Overall, we reached a return rate of
89 percent, but the questionnaire design is a compromise between possible depth of analysis and inclusivity.
This brevity however limits the overall validity of the
analysis.
Furthermore, the questionnaire was filled in anonymously, also without asking for basic socio-demographic
data in the introductory section of the questionnaire. In
our view, this approach provided less barriers for participants to answer genuinely. However, this also limits the
depth of the results. Because we cannot provide a direct
distribution in terms of socio-demographic data of the
respondents, we are therefore unable to detect possible
specific demographic shifts. For instance, if younger
people answered differently than older participants, or
female differently than males. Also, we are unable to
compare the overall socio-demographics of all workshop
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participants with those taking part in the survey. The
unaccounted for 11 percent of participants, could have
belonged in majority to a specific group or two, which
could have led to speculations about why they did not
take part in the survey (e.g. because of dissatisfaction).
We analyse both, the affirmative and the sceptical
reactions of participants regarding the visioning process
and its results. Our analysis builds on an empirical basis
of ex-post participant evaluation questionnaires (n ≈
964), to deduce how the visioning process was assessed
by the participants. Participants in all 30 countries
received a standardised questionnaire at the end of the
visioning workshop and anonymously filled it in on site.
The questionnaire was developed in English and then
translated into all national languages by the project
team with support from the external evaluators. Each
consortium partner conveyed their national data into a
standardised analysis sheet, which was then aggregated
as European sample by the project coordinator and
transferred to work package leader (the authors). The
standardised workshop setting, recruitment parameters
and evaluation questionnaire provide high comparability and therefore allow us to deduce a trans-European
assessment. We also refrain from assessing single countries’ data to derive comparisons due to small sample
size in the national settings.

strongly agreeing and almost all remaining participants
agreeing to statements such as ‘I felt sufficiently comfortable and at ease to speak out and voice my opinions
during the process’ or ‘I felt self-confident and able to
formulate my views during the process at my table’.
Comparable numbers can be observed with regard to if
all participants were equally encouraged by facilitators to
contribute, if the discussion climate was respectful and if
facilitators ensured a fair and constructive process. For
this entire set of questions, ‘undecided’ responses
remained between 1.2 percent and 4.7 percent. Around
2 percent disagreed with the statement on equal encouragement and respectfulness. Less than 1 percent
disagreed or strongly disagreed with the all other statements in this set.

Results
The return-rate of the evaluation questionnaire was
approximately 89 percent—964 returned questionnaires
in relation to 1088 overall participants of the citizen
visioning workshop. The following sections describe four
groups of questions regarding (a) participants’ overall
satisfaction with the event, (b) the climate of discussion
during the workshop, (c) participants’ evaluation of the
quality of the final result (vision) they had worked on
during the day, and (d) the purpose of the workshop
(see all results in Table 1).
Overall satisfaction

About two-thirds of respondents’ were very satisfied with
the content of the workshop (64%) and its practical organisation (73%) and about one quarter was somewhat satisfied. Less than 5 percent of respondents’ had a neutral
position on these two questions and less than 1 percent
respectively was somewhat or very dissatisfied with the
event. On the question if respondents’ initial expectations
regarding the event had been met, approximately 45%
were very satisfied and 47 percent somewhat satisfied,
leaving 1.4% undecided and 5 % somewhat dissatisfied.
Discussion climate

Respondents’ evaluated the entire set of questions very
positively, with between two-thirds and three quarters

Quality of group vision

A great majority of respondents’ stated that the final
product of the workshop—the vision they had worked
on—expressed their personal views (40% strongly agree,
49% agree), around 7 percent were undecided, 2 percent
disagreed and 0.1 percent strongly disagreed. Satisfaction
with the overall quality of the resulting vision shows almost
the same results, as does the question if the influence of all
participants on the final result was equal, with a slight deviation of 10 percent being undecided and 4.6% in disagreement. A great majority stated that the workshop setting
encouraged their creativity (53.8% strongly agree, 37.8%
agree), 5.7% were undecided and 2.1% disagreed. Comparable results can be observed regarding if participants were
able to reach consensus despite different opinions (51%
strongly agree, 44% agree, 3.1% undecided, with a combined
0.7% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing).
Purpose of participation

The first two statements show almost equal results, a combined 90% strongly agreeing and agreeing that the purpose
of the workshop had been clearly communicated beforehand and that they clearly understood that purpose.
Around 6% were undecided whilst a combined 2-3%
disagreed and strongly disagreed. A combined 85% agreed
or strongly agreed to that they know what will be done with
the results after the workshop, 11.4% were undecided in
this regard, a combined 3.8% disagreed or strongly
disagreed. Around 80% were convinced that the created visions will ‘inspire the future’ (29.9% strongly agree, 49.9%
agree), 20% were undecided and a combined 5.7% disagree
or strongly disagree. Ninety-three percent would again take
part in a similar event and almost 99% stated that the EU
should conduct more of such consultations in the future.

Discussion—‘inspiring the future’
The overall results of the survey (return rate of 89%)
show that participants evaluated the visioning workshop
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Table 1 Overview of results from participants’ evaluation of visioning workshop (n ≈ 964)
Overall satisfaction

n3

Very
satisfied

Somewhat
satisfied

Neutral

Somewhat
dissatisfied

Very
dissatisfied

Overall, how satisfied have you been with the content of the event?

959

64.3%

29.2%

4.8%

0.5%

0.4%

Overall, how satisfied have you been with the practical organisation
of the event?

959

73.1%

22.5%

3.8%

0.4%

0.0%

Did the event match with your initial expectations?

949

45.3%

47.5%

1.4%

5.2%

0.6%

Strongly
agree

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

Discussion climate
I felt sufficiently comfortable and at ease to speak out and voice
my opinions during the process.

964

69.8%

28.1%

1.2%

0.7%

0.1%

I felt self-confident and able to formulate my views during the
process at my table.

958

66.1%

29.7%

3.7%

0.5%

0.0%

My impression is that all participants to the discussion at my table
were equally encouraged to participate.

963

65.3%

28.5%

3.9%

2.1%

0.2%

The participants all were respectful towards one another.

959

75.0%

21.6%

1.9%

1.6%

0.0%

The moderators did a good job in ensuring a constructive and fair
process during the discussions.

960

71.7%

22.9%

4.7%

0.6%

0.1%

The elaborated vision from my group expressed my personal views.

959

40.9%

49.8%

6.7%

2.5%

0.1%

The influence of the participants at my table on the final
formulation of the vision was balanced.

959

40.5%

43.9%

10.6%

4.6%

0.4%

I’m satisfied with the overall quality of the elaborated visions.

954

40.4%

49.0%

8.3%

2.1%

0.3%

The working atmosphere at the citizen panel encouraged my
creativity.

957

53.8%

37.8%

5.7%

2.5%

0.1%

Despite different opinions we were able to reach consensus.

956

51.6%

44.6%

3.1%

0.6%

0.1%

The purpose of the day was well communicated beforehand.

949

52.3%

40.5%

5.8%

1.3%

0.2%

I had a clear understanding of the purpose of this day.

942

53.0%

38.7%

5.5%

2.3%

0.4%

It is clear to me what will be done with the results of the
discussions today.

827

45.2%

39.5%

11.4%

3.0%

0.8%

I am convinced that the visions created today will serve to inspire
the future.

877

29.9%

49.6%

20.1%

5.1%

0.6%

Yes

No

Quality of group vision

Purpose of participation

Would you take part in such an event again?

958

93.0%

7.0%

Do you think that the EU should engage citizens in the future in
this kind of activities?

957

98.7%

1.3%

3

1088 participants received the questionnaire, 964 returned it. Differing n resulted from some participants omitting some questions

very positively. When combining the results of the two
affirmative answer categories (very satisfied, somewhat
satisfied and strongly agree, agree), most statements in
the questionnaire show affirmative results of around or
more than 90%. The combined negative answer categories range between less than 1 and 5%. This clearly indicates that a great majority was overall satisfied with the
content, results, organisation and facilitation of the
visioning workshops in all 30 European countries. This
European scale supports the conclusion that participants
valued the visioning process during the workshops.
Letting participants fill in the evaluation questionnaire
on site led to the very high return rate of approximately
89%, and collects impressions that are still very fresh. On
the one hand, this is a favourable result for any
questionnaire-based survey; however, proceeding this way

may have the disadvantage of not leaving the participants
enough time to reflect their experience, thus rushing them
into judgement after a long and exhaustive working day.
Even though they returned the questionnaire anonymously, filling it in at the workshop site may bias them
towards answering more positively than they would
alone, at home and after a couple of days. However,
sending the questionnaire later from home may also
provoke a bias towards receiving more answers from
participants that prefer to further collaborate with the
researchers and thus, e.g. more positive answers. Nevertheless, the brevity limits the overall validity of the analysis. We cannot conclusively exclude the possibility that,
for instance, other factors than the process of engagement
contributed to the high overall satisfaction of the respondents, e.g. atmosphere, incentives or catering.
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Interestingly, one question shows less affirmative support from participants. Overall 80% (combined affirmative categories) believed that the created visions would
‘inspire the future’, nevertheless of these 80% only
around 30% strongly agree, by far the lowest score in
this most affirmative answer category. All other questions resulted in between 40 and 75% of strong agreement. Also, regarding ‘inspiring the future’, 20% were
undecided; in comparison to all other questions, this is
also by far the highest number in this answer category.
Notably both negative answer categories show similar
low results as those for the other statements. This result
testifies to an insecurity of respondents’ about the impact of this public engagement and should be studied in
future according to different assumptions: (1) Respondents’ did like the workshop and their vision; however,
they do not trust in the impact of consultations to inflict
change on political and economic agendas. This could
be driven by recurring fluctuations of trust in and critical attitude towards (political) institutions, such as the
EU [47–49]3, and/or the low political-hierarchical status
of consultations, i.e. non-binding inquiries [52, 53]. (2)
Respondents’ did like the workshop and their visions;
however, they did not trust the impact of narratives on
desirable futures (visions) to inflict change on political
and economic agendas. (3) Respondents’ are possibly
well aware of the dominant rationalities in European
Union agenda setting, i.e. competitiveness and economic
development [32], which are to some degree antagonistic
to the citizens’ priorities. Hence, the respondents’
distrust visions that follow alternative rationalities or
priorities. (4) Also a limited trust in not only the management of the interface between knowledge production
(visions) and policy makers but also insufficient understanding that knowledge itself (and hence visions and
what can be deduced thereof) may be conceived an intrinsic part of governance [54].
The statement regarding ‘inspiring the future’ does neither specify the kind of change nor at what level. Within
the context of the consultation, many respondents’ may
have answered the question with an understanding of the
communicated main aim of the project: influencing
European Union and national R&D policy. However, anecdotal evidence4 from discussions with participants and the
open ended commentary field in the questionnaire in this

project as well as other similar projects [35] suggests that
‘inspiring the future’ can also be understood at a personal
level. As all participants formulate their personal visions in
the beginning of the workshop and a great majority is
convinced that the final vision at their table reflects their
personal views, change may also have been understood in
terms of personal or peer futures. If this was the case,
power of implementation lays in part in the hands of the
visionaries.

3

Trust in government is a multifaceted and complex concept and its
relation to democracy is somewhat paradoxical as in a representative
democracy citizens ‘trust’ the elected with their vote, whilst at the
same time healthy scepticism towards the government leading to a
monitoring of its actions is a main democratic principle [50, 51].
4
Since the open commentary field provided very few answers other
than very generalised feedback to the workshop, content cannot be
analysed in a structured way, and is thus only referred to as ‘anecdotal’
evidence.

Methodological considerations

As shown above, the visioning process leads to group
products, a fact that in itself has several implications.
Even if the majority of participants were content with
their group’s final vision, the group process is designed
as to achieve consent, which may lead to mainstreaming
of initial ideas, but as argued earlier and elsewhere adds
social robustness to the visions [35]. Independent visioning of individuals is not the aim of this deliberative
process. This however opens up questions such as what
is lost in the recurring cycles of feedback and deliberation in terms of creativity and opinion outliers (as opposed to what is gained). Would independent visioning
of individuals lead to a higher diversity in the resulting
portfolio of visions and thus produce more creative output in order to ‘inspire and open up new paths into the
future which hitherto were considered impossible’ [8]?
Whilst this may be possible, we cannot answer these
questions is the scope of this article, but they need to be
considered in future practices. Here, there is a need to
specifically examine a key point in the visioning process:
the transition from the very short individual narratives
(individual futures) to collective products (shared futures). If there is a loss of creativity, this transition could
possibly be improved.
Another crucial point for potential loss of diversity of
opinions is the market of visions, where individual voting on the shared futures takes place and thus opinion
outliers may be excluded from further processing.
Nevertheless, the collective visioning process may overall
benefit from the collective creativity as the co-creation
of knowledge harnesses the diversity of perspectives of
participants and allows for mutual learning and inspiration. Collective creativity outperforming individual creativity has for instance been shown for brainstorming
exercises and organisational innovation [55, 56].
Participatory visioning activities may also exhibit the
‘veil of ignorance’ effect that was described for participatory scenario building. Whilst discussing an uncertain
future, participants may intuitively ‘smooth out tensions
that are inevitably embedded in scenarios’ which ‘reflect
participant concern for fair future interaction’ between
all groups in society [57]. Such an effect is supported by
a timeframe that is sufficiently far away to minimise

Gudowsky et al. European Journal of Futures Research

(2021) 9:5

Page 9 of 11

threats to participants resulting from unresolved tensions [58]. These tensions, however, would again present
an aimed for learning opportunity for informing todays
decisions, which are obscured under the described effect.
Another crucial point in the overall agenda setting
methodology (see Fig. 1) that may need in depth review
in future exercises: the shift from national or even regional participatory activities to a trans-European level.
This transition may put previously co-created knowledge
under pressure, because very specific regional/national
issues (or nuances of issues) may possibly be lost due to
mainstreaming effects, which may not be detected in the
second national consultation phases. This could have a
profound effect on the aimed for regional/national impacts of the agenda setting activity.

should be like—thus democratising utopian thought and
shaping futures. However, to do so, such a democratisation process should include more direct interaction of
local and national and EU policy makers with citizens. A
recent analysis showed that citizen-based foresight activities provide distinctly different results than expert-based
activities [37]. Yet, in classical multi-actor settings, there
is a distinct risk of misrepresenting citizens’ original
ideas when experts and policy specialists transform the
initial visions into research topics or policy recommendations. A clear reason to stick with feedback-loops for
the citizens to monitor how their ideas are further processed. Repo and Matschoss [41] examined a process
somewhat similar to CIMULACT, and conclude that
experts had specifically favoured ‘technically oriented,
systemic citizen visions over societal and personal ones’,
when prioritising and drafting recommendation based
on the visions. In a multistep agenda setting process,
several provisions need to be taken to ensure authenticity of the citizens’ input throughout the activity. Provisions such as inviting citizens as representants of the
visions to a co-creation event that engaged experts and
stakeholders to draft research topics and recommendations from the visions content, putting the visions on
visual display throughout those activities, or prompting
facilitators beforehand to ask participants at strategic
points of the event to check if the developed content
was still representing the initial ideas as expressed in the
visions. In CIMULACT, a second citizen consultation
phase, where participants assessed and further elaborated the draft research topics, provided another checking point.
Considering the numerous caveats for decreasing authenticity necessarily attached to complex multi-step
processes calls for communicating citizen-originated
content of participatory activities in its original form;
however, a transformation process was necessary in
order to reach the goal of producing tangible research
topics, compatible to the political and expert-driven rationalities of transnational research and innovation
agenda setting in the EU. On the one hand, such a largescale consultation processes may provide a strong basis
for its participants to trust in its significance; on the
other, this may contribute to the contrary: foster distrust
in its impact as the individual voice and the citizens’
power may drown in the interplay of forces of the whole
process. Within CIMULACT, researchers and practitioners reacted to this possibility by publishing and communicating the citizens’ visions as a stand-alone result.
Overall, harnessing citizens’ creativity by collective
visioning activities is a path worth following if the aim is
to include societal needs and values into research and
innovation from early on in the agenda setting phase.
This process allows for uncovering an undistracted

Conclusions
In this article, we have investigated a standardised transEuropean visioning process that engaged more than
1000 laypeople in 30 European countries for research
and innovation agenda setting. We provided insights
into the method of this visioning process itself and
presented data from an ex-post participant evaluation
survey. The discussed data showed that a very large majority of the participants were content with the visioning
process and its products. The data furthermore showed
that the applied workshop method and facilitation lead
to a very high approval with regard to ensuring a fair
and balanced environment for creative visioning and
deliberation. Nevertheless, participants were sceptical
about the impact of results. Overall, the visioning
process posed the simple, yet fundamentally important
question of ‘How do we want to live in the future?’ The
process itself was not conceptualised to deal with this
scepticism. Participants were invited as co-creators,
throughout major parts of the CIMULACT project. The
positioning and rationality of this citizen-based participatory agenda setting activity within the greater ecosystem of EU research and innovation governance however
only allowed a limited influence on the policy making,
which was also communicated beforehand.
In future, it should be considered that the visions created by citizens seldom provide quantifiable targets or
goals that would be simple and directly easy to incorporate into research and innovation agenda setting. Their
benefit lays elsewhere: the visions uncover and provide
alternative rationalities, values and realities that may
serve as important counter-weights to state-of-the-art
policy and its priorities and hence the business as usual.
Within the described larger framework of the participatory agenda setting activity, they built a stepping stone
for engaging other relevant groups such as stakeholders
and policymakers. The visions primed the entire agenda
setting process with the citizens’ ideas of how the future
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collective view of laypeople on desirable futures, which
could even be tailored methodologically to fit particular
needs when setting agendas for more specific research
areas than an entire EU research programme. This could
in fact be a very promising endeavour, since more
specific boundaries of such a process may allow for more
specific visions. These may then be harder to be weakened, watered down or disregarded by experts in later
participatory agenda setting steps, thus improving
authenticity of final outputs of exercises.
The fact that such a large-scale process based on citizens’ visions was commissioned and conducted within
the time-, content- and stake-sensible bargaining arena
of framing a pan-European research and innovation
agenda may be rated as a success in designing more
responsive research and innovation. Nevertheless, as
critical outlook, we ask how do the following facts render a large-scale participatory process: (a) citizens are in
retrospective content with their participation, (b) they
would participate again in a similar event, (c) they prefer
that the EU hosts such events in the future, but (d) they
are somewhat unsure if the results actually have an impact on the stated aim of research and innovation
agenda setting. This shows that the impact of a participatory agenda setting activity on research and innovation
governance needs to become transparently traceable.
Otherwise, without such a plausible link between knowledge co-creation and governance, the commissioning institutions’ trustworthiness may suffer.
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