
G O V E R N A N C E  O F  S O C I O T E C H N I C A L
T R A N S F O R M A T I O N S

Transformations in systems of energy, agriculture,
and urban digital infrastructure are globally
recognised as crucial to sustainable development. The
research project Governance of Sociotechnical
Transformations (GoST) focused on historical and
prospective transformations in three key areas:

• Energy transformation and the ‘nuclear age’
• Transformation of agriculture and the ‘green
revolution’
• Transformation of the urban digital infrastructure
and ‘smart cities.’
The project examined past and prospective
transformation efforts across the three areas of
energy, agriculture, and urban digital environments,
in five countries (Germany, India, Kenya, UK and US).
A key concept for the project, and one which is being
used as a theoretical starting point, is that of
‘sociotechnical imaginaries’ within Science and
Technology Studies (STS).

Identifying the varieties of pathways in
the Global North and South, as embedded
in local economic, social and material
practices 
Make visible alternative pathways
Choices & options on how transformations
can be best governed: by whom, to what
ends, by what means, and with what
welfare consequences for affected groups.

A  S P A C E  O F  C O N S T I T U T I O N

M A K I N G

Knowledge & assessment practices 
Civic epistemologies & institutional arrangements  
Compact between the Earth, humanity, technology

F O C U S  O F  T H E  P R O J E C T

I N T R O D U C T I O N
Governance of Socio Technical Transformation is a
collaborative project involving Kennedy School of
Government, Harvard University (USA); Helmholtz
Centre for Environmental Research (Germany); Science
Policy Research Unit (SPRU), University of Sussex (UK),
and African Centre for Technology Studies (Kenya) and
Environment Support Group, Bangalore (India).

T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c o m p a r a t i v e  c a s e  s t u d i e s  o f

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  i n  t h e  t h r e e  s e c t o r s  i n  t h e  f i v e

c o u n t r i e s .

A r c h i v a l  a n d  d o c u m e n t  r e s e a r c h  –  u s i n g  l o c a l  a r c h i v e s

a n d  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n .

A n a l y s i s  o f  n a t i o n a l  l a w s  a n d  p o l i c i e s  a i m e d  a t  f o s t e r i n g

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  a n d  r e l e v a n t  l e g a l  c h a l l e n g e s  a n d  c o u r t

d e c i s i o n s .

C o n d u c t i n g  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  p o l i c y - m a k e r s ,  b u s i n e s s e s

a n d  m e m b e r s  o f  c i v i l  s o c i e t y .

T h e  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  i m a g e s  a n d  o t h e r  v i s u a l / n o n - v e r b a l

i m a g i n a r i e s  s u c h  a s  f i l m s ,  T V ,  c a r t o o n s ,  i n t e r n e t  m e m e s .

E n g a g e m e n t  w o r k s h o p s  i n  I n d i a  a n d  K e n y a  b r i n g i n g

t o g e t h e r  p o l i c y - m a k e r s ,  n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n s

a n d  c o m m u n i t y  o r g a n i s a t i o n s .

G o S T  c o m b i n e s  q u a l i t a t i v e ,  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  w o r k  a t  a  m i c r o -

l e v e l  w i t h  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  p r i m a r y  m a t e r i a l s ,  t h e o r e t i c a l l y

i n f o r m e d  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ,  a n d  p o l i c y  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s ,

u n d e r p i n n e d  t h r o u g h o u t  b y  a n  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  a p p r o a c h .

T h e  p r o j e c t  u s e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  r e s e a r c h  m e t h o d s  i n  o r d e r  t o

g a i n  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  w i t h i n  d i f f e r e n t  s e c t o r s

a n d  c o u n t r y  c o n t e x t s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  s o c i a l

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  a n d  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  f o r  g o v e r n a n c e .  

S o m e  o f  t h e s e  m e t h o d s  i n c l u d e :

R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D S

G O V E R N A N C E  I M P L I C A T I O N S

  S T I  R E S U L T S  &  D I S C U S S I O N

1 .   S T I  e n a b l e  u s  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  w h e r e  a l t e r n a t i v e  v i s i o n s  a n d
e n a c t m e n t s  c o n c e r n i n g  d e s i r a b l e  o r  r e s i s t e d  f u t u r e s  c o m e s  f r o m ,  h o w
t h e y  t a k e  s h a p e  a n d  s o l i d i f y  
2  . T h e  f i n d i n g s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  s h i f t s  i n  i m a g i n i n g  s u s t a i n a b l e  f u t u r e s
d o  n o t  a u t o m a t i c a l l y  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f  p o l i t i c a l
p r a c t i c e s  o r  i n t o  e f f e c t i v e  p o l i c i e s .  S t u d y i n g  S T I s  i n  t h e  m a k i n g  a l s o
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  n e i t h e r  a  s i n g l e  c a u s a l  f a c t o r  f o r  e x p l a i n i n g
r a d i c a l  c h a n g e  n o r  a  s i n g l e  l e v e r a g e  p o i n t  f o r  e n a b l i n g
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e  c h a n g e .
3 .  R e s e a r c h  o n  S T I s  a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  s h i f t s  i n  i m a g i n i n g  s u s t a i n a b l e
f u t u r e s  d o  n o t  a u t o m a t i c a l l y  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f
p o l i t i c a l  p r a c t i c e s  o r  i n t o  e f f e c t i v e  p o l i c i e s .  
4 .  S T I s  h e l p  u s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  a n d  w h y  v i s i o n s  o f  a  s u s t a i n a b l e
f u t u r e  c a n  l e g i t i m a t e ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  c h a l l e n g e ,  c o g n i t i v e  p a t h -
d e p e n d e n c i e s  a n d  m a t e r i a l  o r  d i s c u r s i v e  l o c k - i n s ,  t h u s  r e i n f o r c i n g
e n t r e n c h e d  p o w e r  s t r u c t u r e s  a n d  r e s o u r c e - i n t e n s i v e  l i f e s t y l e s  r a t h e r
t h a n  r e n d e r i n g  t h e m  o p e n  t o  c h a n g e .
5 .  C a s e  s t u d i e s  o f  e n e r g y  f u t u r e s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  q u e s t i o n s  o f  ‘ w h o  g e t s
t o  i m a g i n e  t h e  f u t u r e ’ ,  ‘ w h o s e  v i s i o n s  a n d  a c t i o n s  c o u n t ? ’  a n d  ‘ w h o
w i l l  b e a r  t h e  r i s k s  a n d  b e n e f i t s ’ .  A s k i n g  w h o  g e t s  t o  i m a g i n e
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e  c h a n g e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a t  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  m o m e n t s ,  s h o w s
t h e  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  v i s i o n s  a n d  v a l u e s  a t t a c h e d  t o  s u s t a i n a b l e
f u t u r e s  a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  k n o w l e d g e  b r o u g h t  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e m .  

R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  d o m a i n  o f  s o c i o t e c h n i c a l  i m a g i n a r i e s  a s  a  f i e l d
o f  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n ,  a n d  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  t h e  f o r m s  o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n
a n d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  t h a t  s h a p e  t h o s e  i m a g i n a r i e s ,  a r e  e s s e n t i a l
s t e p s  t o w a r d  r e c l a i m i n g  f o r  t h i s  c e n t u r y ’ s  c i t i z e n s  a  d e m o c r a t i c
p o l i t i c s  o f  t h e  f u t u r e


