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This article describes parliamentary technolo-
gy assessment (PTA) in relational terms.1 We 
conceptualize PTA as fulfilling a mediating 
function between the spheres of parliament, 
government, science and technology, and so-
ciety. This mediation is thought to take place 
through a set of interaction mechanisms on 
the institutional, organizational and/or project 
level that enable and constrain the involve-
ment of actors from the above-mentioned four 
social spheres in shaping the practice of PTA. 
This enables us to model, map, and analyze 
how PTA in various European countries and 
regions is set up to interact with members of 
parliament, government, science and technol-
ogy, and society. We found that the possible 
relationships between the PTA organization 
and each of the four social spheres have to be 
analyzed and carefully designed when think-
ing about setting up PTA. Countries with an 
interest in setting up PTA are not restricted to 
existing institutional models, but may create 
a model that is particularly suited to their own 
political and societal environment.

1	 Introduction

Parliamentary technology assessment (PTA) is 
“technology assessment specially aimed at in-
forming and contributing to opinion formation of 
the members of parliament as clients of the TA 
activity” (Enzing et al. 2011, p. i). Institutional-
ization, methodology and impact have been ma-
jor themes in the debates around PTA ever since 
PTA was envisioned in the US during the 1960s 
(Vig/Paschen 1999; see Sadowski/Guston in this 
volume). Over the last few years, in particular 
the EU-funded PACITA project has re-energized 

the debate on the institutionalization, re- and 
de-institutionalization PTA.2

PTA practitioners within the PACITA pro-
ject felt the need to develop a more inclusive way 
of modeling PTA since the ways the literature 
characterizes PTA focus too strongly on the re-
lationship between the PTA organization and the 
parliament (cf. Ganzevles et al. 2014). The inclu-
sive modeling3 presented in this article does not 
take interaction with the parliament a priori as 
the main determinant of a PTA organization. PTA 
is modeled more broadly as a mediating function 
between the spheres of parliament, government, 
science and technology, and society.4 We suggest 
that this mediation takes place through a set of 
interaction mechanisms that include institution-
al, organizational and project dimensions. This 
inclusive modeling fits well with the existing 
pluralistic PTA landscape. It also helps to decon-
struct in a more transparent way these diverse 
practices by laying bare the many political, stra-
tegic, and practical choices involved in institu-
tionalizing, organizing, and performing PTA.

In the PACITA project, conceptualizing and 
studying PTA were organized in an iterative man-
ner. First an initial conceptualization of PTA was 
made. Moreover, an initial set of interaction mech-
anisms, which forms the basis how we model PTA, 
was identified. Based on this, a checklist was set 
up to guide the in-depth description and analysis 
of several existing practices of PTA in Europe. In 
particular, PTA was investigated in Austria, Cat-
alonia (Spain), Denmark5, Flanders6 (Belgium), 
Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Switzer-
land. These case studies were used to refine our 
conceptualization of PTA and complete the set of 
interaction mechanisms. Finally, TA practitioners 
working at a certain PTA institute and research-
ers from a European country without a PTA insti-
tute were asked to use this information to model 
the various PTA practices studied in the PACITA 
project. At our request, the PTA organizations in 
France, the UK, the European Parliament, and 
Finland have also characterized their institutes in 
order to extend the comparative analysis. Accord-
ingly, we have included twelve PTA institutes in 
our comparative analysis, of which all, except for 
Flanders, are current members of the European 
Parliamentary Technology Assessment (EPTA) 
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network. Greece, Italy, and Sweden are the only 
members of the EPTA network not included. Our 
analysis therefore gave a rather complete picture 
of the institutional PTA landscape in Europe.

This paper describes how PTA was concep-
tualized within the PACITA project (section 2), 
how the inclusive modeling of PTA, based on the 
identification of nine interaction mechanisms, 
looks (section 3), and how this model can be ap-
plied to existing PTA organizations (section 4). At 
the end of this paper we draw some conclusions 
and discuss further interesting lines of research.

2	 Conceptualizing Parliamentary TA in 
Relational Terms

“In explaining what an expert is, one can either 
refer to the particular knowledge people have, 
or to the position they occupy in a social net-
work.” van Rijswoud 2012, p. 18

In clarifying what PTA is, one may describe its 
institutional position in both informational and 
relational terms. According to the informational 
perspective, the position of the PTA communi-
ty depends on the particular knowledge it gen-
erates, i.e., knowledge about the societal aspects 
of science and technology. According to the re-
lational approach, its position is due to the exist-
ence of a clientele. In practice, the informational 
and relational aspects go hand in glove since the 
exchange of information needs to be organized 
and seen as legitimate. Accordingly, PTA in the 
PACITA project is framed as a science-based 
practice of information production on science, 
technology, and social matters. Moreover, PTA 
is also regarded as a social activity where prac-
titioners try to have an impact on their clients by 
building up relations of knowledge sharing and 
trust among actors from various societal spheres. 
Understanding PTA in relational terms implies 
taking into account the position PTA occupies in 
a social network and acknowledging that the var-
ious bonds enable and constrain the activities and 
impact of a PTA organization.

Connecting to Four Social Spheres

Most of the literature characterizing PTA (cf. 
Falkner et al. 1994; Hennen/Ladikas 2009; 

Cruz-Castro/Sanz-Menéndez 2005; Enzing et 
al. 2011) has focused on the question of to what 
extent each PTA organization has been put with-
in or outside parliament (Ganzevles et al. 2014). 
By definition, parliament is an important player 
within the social network of PTA organizations. 
PTA organizations are democratically entrusted 
to build connections with MPs or even direct-
ly access and inform them. We felt the need to 
abandon the view that one single logic – the re-
lationship to parliament – is shaping PTA. Our 
modeling efforts build, in contrast, on the com-
mon knowledge that PTA institutes are shaped 
by more institutional linkages. For example, it is 
known that PTA plays an intermediary role be-
tween the parliament and the science and tech-
nology sphere. Moreover, a PTA organization can 
also have the institutional task to both inform the 
political and the societal debate, implying that 
developing bonds with societal actors may be rel-
evant for PTA institutes. Finally, in the European 
political context, governments often also play an 
important role in the social network of PTA or-
ganizations, for example, as a client or a sponsor 
of a PTA organization. Thus, we modeled PTA to 
operate in a complex institutional landscape that 
consists of four social spheres: parliament, gov-
ernment, society, and science and technology.

Three Levels of Interaction

PTA practitioners like to frame their practice 
in both informational and relational terms (see 
above), as they broadly define TA as “a scien-
tific, interactive and communicative process, 
which aims to contribute to the formation of 
public and political opinion on societal aspects 
of science and technology” (Bütschi et al. 2004, 
p. 14). This definition, however, basically refers 
to the practice of performing PTA. We would like 
to go beyond this definition and study the linkag-
es between PTA and the four distinguished social 
spheres on three (interconnected) levels: the in-
stitutional, organizational, and project levels.

The macro, or institutional, level, concerns 
the political support for a TA organization for 
which parliament is (one of its) main (formal) cli-
ents; it is also about the way PTA is legitimized 
and framed as an institutional solution for the gov-
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ernance of – often societally controversial – de-
velopments in science and technology. The meso, 
or organizational, level concerns the politics of 
shaping and controlling the TA organization that 
has the task to perform PTA. Finally, the micro, 
or project, level refers to doing PTA. Issues at this 
level are: how to frame a certain topic, what kinds 
of methods to choose, and how to communicate 
the results of your TA project to parliament and 
to other relevant clients. The ultimate aim is to 
contribute to the democratic quality of the (public 
and political) debate on science and technology. 
As indicated above, these levels are interrelated.

The way in which PTA is institutionalized 
enables the related TA organization to have an 
impact. Enabling may refer to being provided 
with the proper resources and the institutional 
task to participate in the political decision-mak-
ing process and thus to influence the democratic 
process. Simultaneously, that same institution-
al context will constrain the way in which that 
TA organization may perform its activities. As 
Cruz-Castro and Sanz-Menéndez (2005, p. 446) 
provocatively conclude: “Some of the best ad-
aptation strategies that Parliamentary Offices 
of Technology Assessment use to improve their 
chances of survival clash structurally with the 
desire to increase the direct impact of their TA 
activities on policy-making activities.” For ex-
ample, while building coalitions and aligning 
with the political majority in Parliament may be 
a quick way to enhance impact, in the long term 
“a new majority can make one pay for institu-
tional disloyalties”. The way in which a PTA or-
ganization is institutionalized thus both enables 
and constrains how a PTA institute can operate 
within the complex landscape that consists of the 
four social spheres identified above.

3	 Modeling PTA by Means of Nine 
Interaction Mechanisms

Our modeling of PTA in relational terms is 
founded on the notion of interaction mecha-
nisms, loosely defined as procedures or routines 
on the institutional, organizational, and project 
level for enabling and constraining the involve-
ment of actors from the above-mentioned four 
social spheres in shaping the practice of PTA. 

We discern nine interaction mechanisms: client, 
funding, evaluation committee, board, working 
program, project staff, project team, participatory 
methods, and project revising and/or reviewing. 
We use the various countries and regions stud-
ied in the PACITA project to illustrate how these 
nine mechanisms play out in different ways in 
the practice of PTA in Europe.

The client of an organization has a major im-
pact on how PTA is set up and how its work pro-
cesses are structured. PTA organizations in France 
(OPECST) and Germany (TAB) and on the Eu-
ropean level (STOA) focus on parliament. The 
PTA organization in Catalonia works for parlia-
ment and society. Until it was abolished in 2012, 
the former PTA organization in Flanders, IST, also 
had both the parliament and society as clients.7 We 
see a combination of parliament, government, and 
society as clients in Denmark, the Netherlands, 
Norway, and Switzerland. In Austria the science 
community is an explicit client.

Funding may involve long-term basic fund-
ing schemes, but also short-term sponsorships on 
a project level. Exclusive parliamentary funding 
exists, for instance, for the European Parliament 
(STOA) and in France (OPECST), Germany 
(TAB), and the United Kingdom (POST). In Cat-
alonia (CAPCIT) there is sponsorship from the 
science and technology community. In Austria 
(ITA), the Netherlands (Rathenau Institute) and 
Switzerland (TA-SWISS), the funding scheme is 
related to both the governmental and the scientif-
ic spheres. We encounter a more dispersed fund-
ing pattern in Denmark (from 2012) and Flanders 
(until 2012), where parliament, science, and so-
ciety are involved.

The evaluation committee or group refers to 
the task of examining and reporting on the func-
tioning of the organization as a whole. An evalu-
ation committee may be installed by the govern-
ment (as happens in the Netherlands every five 
years and happened in Norway in 2011), by the 
organization’s “own” steering committee or board 
(as happens in Switzerland), or by an evaluation 
board set up by the mother institution (like the 
Austrian Academy of Sciences does for ITA). The 
Danish Board of Technology has a board of rep-
resentatives that takes an evaluative stance in an-
nual report meetings. Representatives from differ-
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ent societal spheres are involved in the evaluation 
procedures of the above organizations. In the eval-
uation of PTA organizations working close to par-
liament (like STOA, IST, and TAB), parliamen-
tarians have a relatively strong say in formal eval-
uations by the organization. In the UK (POST), 
Catalonia (CAPCIT), and France (OPECST), no 
formal evaluation procedures exist.

Most of the organizations have a board, 
committee, panel, or platform that has regular in-
teractions (typically every two or three months) 
with members of the management team that is 
in charge of performing daily TA activities. For 
STOA and TAB this entity consists of parliamen-
tarians only. In France (OPECST), it is the par-
liamentarians themselves who perform TA, and 
their staff has an auxiliary function. In Austria 
(ITA), the board consists solely of representa-
tives of science, and the Steering Committee in 
Switzerland (TA-SWISS) is also strongly linked 
to the scientific community. In Flanders (IST) 
and Catalonia (CAPCIT), the board or panel, 
respectively, is equally divided between parlia-
mentarians and representatives from the science 
and technology community. More dispersed pat-
terns of involvement of different spheres exist in 
other organizations.

Most of the organizations have an annual, 
bi- or tri-annual working program. Establishing 
such a program is a parliamentarian task for the 
European Parliament, carried out by the STOA 
panel, which takes into account requests from 
both parliamentary committees and individual 
members. In Germany (TAB), this responsibil-
ity is shared between politicians and the scien-
tists from the TA office. At other organizations, 
we see a stronger involvement from society and 
government. Draft programs are often discussed 
with people from outside the institute. Catalonia 
(CAPCIT) does not work on the basis of a work-
ing program, but priorities are set periodically at 
each platform meeting.

The four remaining interaction mechanisms 
all play out on the project level. We use the word 
staff to refer to the people who are in charge of 
the TA projects. In principle, these practitioners 
may have ties to any of the four societal spheres: 
parliament, government, science, and society. 
In practice, staff at most of the organizations is 

mainly based in science. The inclusion of more 
communication and (project) management skills 
in the organizations accounts for the involvement 
of the societal sphere in Denmark, Flanders, the 
Netherlands, Switzerland, and Norway. Only 
in France do parliamentarians themselves carry 
out this task (although with staff support). Since 
the TA staff may outsource part of the work, 
the project team is another relevant mechanism 
for involving different social spheres within the 
project. The same counts for project participa-
tion methods and mechanisms for project advis-
ing and/or reviewing. The latter may consist of 
scientific peers or stakeholders reviewing draft 
texts. By contrast, in Norway (NBT) heavy in-
volvement of experts and stakeholders through-
out the complete project is the normal case.

4	 Applying the Modeling to Existing PTA 
Organizations

As indicated in the introduction, the PACITA pro-
ject investigated PTA in depth in Austria, Cata-
lonia, Denmark, Flanders, Germany, the Nether-
lands, Norway, and Switzerland. For each coun-
try or region, the research was done by a mixed 
team, which consisted of TA practitioners that 
worked at the PTA institute under scrutiny and re-
searchers from a European country without a PTA 
institute; these latter researchers worked at organ-
izations that took part in the PACITA consortium.

Each team carried out several semistruc-
tured expert interviews with relevant stakehold-
ers, such as MPs and the director of the TA unit. 
In addition, the teams used institutional archives, 
websites, and earlier descriptions in the literature 
of the respective institutions to compile up-to-
date descriptions and analyses. The reports on all 
the countries follow the same set-up, clarifying 
the institutionalization and organization of PTA 
in these countries. Furthermore, an in-depth case 
study of one TA project was included per organi-
zation in order to illustrate the ‘nuts and bolts’ of 
daily practice.

In order to characterize the various PTA 
organizations from a relational perspective, the 
teams were asked to fill in a matrix spanned up 
by the nine interaction mechanisms and the four 
spheres: parliament, government, science and 
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technology, society. In this way the teams had to 
indicate to what extent the nine interaction mech-
anisms enabled and constrained the involvement 
of actors from the four social spheres. The teams 
had to express the involvement of the various 
spheres in shaping the practice of PTA in percent-
ages. For each mechanism, the total involvement 
of the four spheres should add up to a hundred 
percent. To determine the overall involvement of 
each of the spheres, the PACITA task team decid-
ed to consider each of the nine interaction mecha-
nisms as equally important. In this way, based on 
the results of the in-depth qualitative research of 
the various PTA organizations, a semiquantitative 
description of those PTA organizations was con-
structed. This strongly facilitated the comparative 
analysis of the PTA institutes studied. Moreover, 
this mixed qualitative and quantitative approach 
enables us to create a graphical representation of 
each PTA organization. See Figure 1, in which the 
width of each arrow represents the strength of the 
involvement of each sphere.

The graphical representations of the PTA 
organizations from France, the United Kingdom, 
the European Parliament and Finland can also be 
found in Figure 1. These PTA organizations were 
not part of the PACITA project and were not stud-
ied in detail. Nevertheless, these countries were 
included in the concluding chapter of the report, 
extending the comparative analysis made there to 
provide a more complete picture of the PTA land-
scape in Europe (Ganzevles/van Est 2012). Upon 
our request, the PTA organizations in France and 
the UK and at the European Parliament filled out 
the same table, also recording their scores (Gan-
zevles/van Est 2012). In order to increase the ob-
jectivity of the process, country/region reports, 
common tables, scores, and mappings were sent 
out to all the PACITA partners for feedback. Fin-
land was added later as an extra case (Ganzevles et 
al. 2014) and was not part of these feedback loops.

In theory, eight different organization-
al models for PTA8 can be distinguished. The 
mapping process in the PACITA project identi-
fied four distinct PTA models that are currently 
operational in practice: mainly parliamentary 
involvement, shared parliamentary-science in-
volvement, shared parliamentary-science-society 
involvement, and shared parliamentary-govern-

ment-science-society involvement (see Fig. 1).9 
Besides these four PTA models, the TA model 
of shared science-government involvement was 
found in Austria.

Mainly Parliamentary Involvement in TA

PTA in France and Finland and at the European 
Parliament is dominated by the involvement of 
parliament in the practice of TA. OPECST shows 
a near maximum level of involvement by MPs, 
even on the project level, where members of 
OPECST are responsible for writing the TA re-
port (Enzing et al. 2011). In Finland, it is mainly 
scientific experts who contribute to PTA projects. 
Moreover, the Committee of the Future is in a 
constant dialogue with the government, although 
the government has no formal say regarding its 
working program. The STOA panel of the Euro-
pean Parliament works with procurement proce-
dures that are embedded in a framework contract, 
for which scientific consortia, experienced in TA, 
can apply on a project-to-project basis (Delvenne 
et al. 2011).

Shared Parliamentary-Science Involvement in TA

Like in France, the German Parliament is strong-
ly involved in the practice of TA. There is, how-
ever, one crucial difference between the German 
and French situation: the actual TA research is 
performed by researchers within TAB – an office 
that works closely with but is outside parliament 
– and, to a considerable extent, by outside con-
tractors. The German model for organizing TA 
presents a form of “shared parliament-science 
involvement in TA”, in which, however, the par-
liament has a strong voice and the final say. The 
Advisory Board of the Parliament of Catalonia 
for Science and Technology (CAPCIT) is at-
tached to the regional parliament, but as a mixed 
body: half of its eighteen members are MPs and 
the other half scientists. Moreover, the scientific 
community sponsors and performs the TA activ-
ities. In the case of POST (UK), a scientific unit 
is placed directly inside parliament, and works in 
close contact with MPs.
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Fig. 1:	 Overview of (parliamentary) TA models found in the PACITA project

Mainly Parliamentary Involvement in TA

a

Parliament Parliament Parliament

Society Government

Science

European Parliament

a

Society Government

Science

Finland

a

Society Government

Science

France

Shared Parliamentary-Science Involvement in TA

a

Parliament Parliament Parliament

Society Government

Science

Catalonia (Spain)

a

Society Government

Science

Germany

a

Society Government

Science

United Kingdom

Shared Parliamentary-Science-Society Involvement in TA

Parliament Parliament

Society
Government

Science

Denmark (as of 2012)

a

Society Government

Science

Flanders (Belgium; until 2012)

Shared Parliament-Government-Science-Society Involvement in TA

a

Parliament Parliament Parliament

Society
Government

Science

Netherlands

a

Society Government

Science

Norway

Society Government

Science

Switzerland

Shared Science-Government Involvement in TA

Parliament

Society Government

Science

Austria

(P)TA is illustrated as a mediating function between the spheres of parliament, government, science and technology, 
and society. The width of each arrow represents the strength of the involvement of each of the four social spheres. For 
reasons of convenience, “Science” was used as shorthand for “Science and Technology”. The thin lines indicate that 
these cases have not been studied comprehensively in the PACITA report (Ganzevles/van Est 2012).

Source: Ganzevles et al. 2014
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Shared Parliamentary-Science-Society 
Involvement in TA

Half of the board of IST (Flanders) consisted of 
MPs, and the other half of scientists. In addition 
to parliament, the wider public was a formal cli-
ent of IST in Flanders. IST put a lot of effort into 
stimulating public debate, by means of participa-
tory methods, technology festivals, and commu-
nication. Typifying PTA in Flanders (until 2012) 
as a form of “shared parliamentary-science-so-
ciety in TA” does justice to the fact that IST had 
strong links with parliament, with science, and 
with society. Although the foundational structure 
of the Danish Board of Technology (DBT), as 
installed in 2012, differs significantly from that 
of the Flemish situation, the four spheres exert a 
similar amount of relative influence on it. It has 
strong ties with the social sphere, in particular 
via its participatory procedures.

Shared Parliament-Government-Science-
Society Involvement in TA

Active MPs do not participate in the boards of 
PTA organizations in the Netherlands, Norway, 
and Switzerland. In its role as client, however, par-
liament exerts an indirect, but crucial, influence 
on the way the TA organizations in these countries 
function. In these countries, the government and 
wider society are also included as formal address-
ees. Moreover, government plays a role in funding 
the TA organizations. Accordingly, we refer to this 
model of organizing TA in the Netherlands, Nor-
way, and Switzerland as “shared parliament-gov-
ernmental-science-society control”.

Shared Government-Science Involvement in TA

In addition to these four PTA models, another TA 
model was identified in Austria, namely “shared 
government-science involvement in TA”. ITA in 
Austria has very strong ties with science. This in-
volvement is mainly shared with the government 
(both in Austria and at the EU level), which is 
one of the clients and the most important sponsor. 
More recently, parliament has shown increased 
interest in TA. Via participatory methods, ITA 
has also strengthened the involvement of society 

in its projects. A gradual shift towards model 4 
can be detected.

5	 Scrutinizing PTA in a New Way

In this article we model PTA in relational terms. 
The existing literature typically focuses on the for-
mal institutional and organizational relationship to 
parliament as being the main determinant for clas-
sifying a specific PTA organization. In addition to 
its connections with parliament, the approach as 
developed within the PACITA project also takes 
into account interactions between the PTA or-
ganization and three other social spheres, namely 
government, science and technology, and soci-
ety. Moreover, it makes it possible to study this 
relationship on three levels (institutional, organ-
izational, project) in an empirically transparent 
fashion by distinguishing nine interaction mech-
anisms, which are procedures that enable and/or 
constrain the ways in which PTA organizations 
may shape their interactions with the four spheres.

Research within the PACITA project shows 
that PTA organizations indeed establish and main-
tain multiple relationships with the four discerned 
social spheres. PTA organizations differ from 
each other to the extent to which they interact (on 
both the institutional, organizational, and project 
level) with the four distinct social spheres. Out 
of the eight theoretically conceivable interaction 
models, four distinct interaction models for PTA 
are currently operational in Europe. Thus when 
policy makers and politicians discuss the creation 
of a new PTA institution or the future of an exist-
ing one, they are advised not only to discuss its 
preferred relationship to parliament, but also with 
government, science and technology, and socie-
ty. To make things even more complex, thinking 
about the interaction between PTA and the four 
spheres should be done on the institutional, or-
ganizational, and project levels.

This may sound like common sense and mir-
roring the existing practice, but that is surely not 
the case. As already mentioned, the existing litera-
ture mainly focuses on the relationship of the PTA 
institution with parliament. There is even such a 
bias within EPTA (the European Parliamentary 
Technology Assessment network). More specifi-
cally, most attention is paid to the institutional and 
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organizational dimensions of this relationship. Ex-
cept for the country reports of the PACITA project 
(Ganzevles/van Est 2012), the project level – the 
practical level that finally decides whether PTA 
has an impact on parliamentary debate and deci-
sion making or not – is rarely touched upon. In 
contrast, with respect to the relationship between 
PTA and society, most of the academic work and 
debates deal with participatory methods, that is, 
they focus on the project level (cf. Slocum 2003), 
leaving implicit how such participatory methods 
should be embedded in organizational and insti-
tutional structures. Finally, although there is a lot 
of literature that deals with the role that scientific 
advice plays in policy making, reflection on the 
interaction between PTA and the spheres of sci-
ence and technology and even more so that of 
government is almost nonexistent.

In this way, defining PTA in relational terms 
opens up a new research agenda with respect to 
the practice of PTA and TA in general. The PAC-
ITA project partly addressed this new agenda by 
using case studies to describe, basically for the 
first time, how in practice PTA organizations try 
to connect to the various spheres to achieve an 
impact (Ganzevles/van Est 2012). Other rele-
vant research questions are: By whom and how 
is interaction between PTA and the various so-
cial spheres debated and shaped on the various 
levels? How do the actions on a certain level in-
fluence activities on another level? If (participa-
tory) TA methods developed at the national level 
are used on the European political level, to what 
extent do they require well-developed relation-
ships between PTA and the political system on an 
institutional and organizational level?

When we return to the issue of institution-
alizing PTA, our modeling of PTA in relational 
terms can be used to map the institutional devel-
opment of PTA over time. Appreciating the dy-
namics of PTA on the institutional level is crucial 
for the future of PTA, with regards to creating 
new institutions and maintaining existing insti-
tutions or to adapting them to new political de-
mands. The case studies show that a long-term 
perspective is needed to come to grips with that 
process. For example, the national political de-
bate about setting up PTA was found to take a 
long time; often more than a decade. Moreover, 

existing institutes may radically or gradually 
change their institutional position. We saw for ex-
ample that, as the Austrian parliament is knitting 
closer ties with the TA and foresight communi-
ties and participatory procedures are gaining im-
portance in ITA’s work, Austria is drifting away 
from “shared science-government involvement 
in TA” towards model 4 (shared parliament-gov-
ernment-science-society involvement in TA).

When we take a long term perspective, we 
see that PTA organizations show institution-
al flexibility and adaptability. They drift, so to 
speak, through a so-called “institutional possibili-
ty space” that consists of fifteen models. There is 
even the possibility that they might drift out of that 
space, as in Flanders where PTA ceased to exist 
on January 1, 2013. Countries with an interest in 
PTA or which already have PTA capacity should 
try to find the model that is particularly suited to 
their (evolving) context. The “possibility space” 
that is chosen will provide ample opportunities for 
adapting to changing political demands (Hennen/
Nierling 2014). Both abrupt and gradual chang-
es are possible, and many development scenarios 
are imaginable. For example, a country may first 
set up a PTA organization that focuses on its rela-
tionship with parliament and later on develop its 
relationship with society. Or it may first establish 
a good relationship with government and science 
and technology, and only later gradually develop a 
stronger relationship with parliament.

We may conclude that the way we have mod-
eled PTA in relational terms proved useful to de-
scribe, characterize, and acknowledge the diverse 
nature of the various PTA arrangements in Europe. 
It also clarifies the diverse challenges involved in 
setting up and maintaining PTA organizations. We 
hope that defining PTA in relational terms opens 
up a new manner of understanding and question-
ing PTA and its role and impact in the way modern 
society deals with science and technology.

Notes

1)	 This article is based on research done within the 
EU-FP7 project PACITA (Ganzevles/van Est 2012) 
and an article which compares our way of modeling 
parliamentary technology assessment (PTA) with 
the existing literature (Ganzevles et al. 2014). The 
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present article wants to stress the political relevance 
of this approach, as formulated in the PACITA poli-
cy brief “Multiple faces of (parliamentary) technol-
ogy assessment institutions” (PACITA 2014).

2)	 This paper is based on the results of task 2.1. “TA 
practices in Europe” of the European Commission 
funded PACITA project (Ganzevles/van Est 2012; 
Ganzevles et al. 2014; PACITA 2014). PACITA 
stands for Parliaments and Civil Society in Technol-
ogy Assessment. The project’s aim is to stimulate re-
flexivity on PTA in European regions and countries 
with and without established PTA organizations.

3)	 In the literature on PTA, the word “model,” e.g., the 
OTA model, is regularly used to characterize certain 
“practices of involvement among experts, policy 
makers and the public” (Bimber, Guston 1997, p. 
130), which van Eijndhoven (1997) names TA par-
adigms. Our ambition is bigger. We want to make 
explicit how PTA practices on the institutional, or-
ganizational and project level are characterized by 
their bonds with four social spheres: parliament, 
government, science and technology, and society. 
As a result, eight PTA models can be distinguished 
(see note 8). The PTA model that characterizes a cer-
tain PTA institute can be determined using a set of 
nine specific interaction mechanisms (see section 3).

4)	 In this context, the sphere of “society” is used as 
an umbrella term for the spheres comprising citi-
zens, nongovernmental organizations, and the me-
dia. Businesses may play a role in the spheres of 
science and technology and of society.

5)	 Note that the institutional arrangement of the Dan-
ish Board of Technology changed when it was 
newly installed in 2012. In the PACITA project this 
new foundational structure is taken into account.

6)	 Note that at present there is no TA institution in 
Flanders. The former PTA organization in Flan-
ders, named IST, was abolished January 1, 2013. 
The institutional arrangement before that date was 
described in the PACITA project.

7)	 Currently there is no TA institution in Flanders. In 
the French part of Belgium, Wallonia, a law is un-
der consideration that would install a TA organiza-
tion by 2015 (see Delvenne et al. in this volume).

8)	 Since PTA, by definition, is TA specially aimed at 
the Parliament, eight models of PTA can be distin-
guished: mainly parliament involvement, shared 
parliament-government involvement, shared par-
liament-science involvement, shared parliament-so-
ciety involvement, shared parliament-govern-
ment-science involvement, shared parliament-gov-
ernment-society involvement, shared parlia-
ment-science-society involvement, and shared par-
liament-government-science-society involvement. 

If one would look for models of TA in general one 
would find an additional seven models, including for 
example mainly government involvement, mainly 
science involvement, mainly society involvement 
or shared government-science involvement. In total 
fifteen models of (P)TA theoretically exist.

9)	 Given the fact that there are eight potential mod-
els of PTA, the following four PTA models were 
not identified in the PACITA project: shared par-
liament-government involvement, shared parlia-
ment-society involvement, shared parliament-gov-
ernment-science involvement, and shared parlia-
ment-government-society involvement.
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De- and Re-Institutionalizing 
Technology Assessment in 
Contemporary Knowledge-
Based Economies
A Side-by-Side Review of Flemish and 
Walloon Technology Assessment

by Pierre Delvenne, Nathan Charlier, Bene-
dikt Rosskamp and Michiel van Oudheus-
den, SPIRAL Research Centre, Belgium

This article illuminates the potential role 
of technology assessment (TA) in knowl-
edge-driven science, technology and inno-
vation (STI) regimes by providing a compar-
ative review of Flemish and Walloon TA. It 
draws critical attention to the ways in which 
TA actors and institutes in Flanders and Wal-
lonia position themselves, or are positioned, 
in relation to dominant innovation policies 
and large-scale political transformations, 
notably the convergence of STI around the 
knowledge-based economy (KBE) and the 
regionalization of STI policy in Belgium. The 
article’s findings shed light on the Flemish 
government’s recent decision to close its 
parliamentary TA institute and the institution-
al expansion of TA in Wallonia and elsewhere 
in Europe. It argues that TA has politics, as 
TA in Flanders and Wallonia aligns with the 
advent of strategic science and is also affil-
iated to specific political parties. As these 
considerations run counter to the dominant 
representation of TA as a neutral governance 
tool that serves the needs of all STI decision 
makers, they draw into question the viability 
and utility of TA within contemporary KBEs.

1	 Introduction

Today, industrialized nations and regions invest 
increasing amounts of public resources in sci-
ence and technology. Flanders and Wallonia are 
no exception to this general trend. Originally uni-
fied with the regions of Brussels under a common 
Belgian government and administration, Flanders 
and Wallonia have developed their own science, 
technology, and innovation policies. While these 
policies serve Flemish and Walloon policymakers 


