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Introduction 

The call starts perfectly on time. The home office set up is pristine. Tom1 is as polite, 
prompt and on point as his emails. Scheduling this online interview was easy, a stark 
contrast to most interview acquisitions for the project. The conversation directly zooms 
into the topic of the call: my research project on AI imaginaries and the changing 
perception of AI. Apparently, this is “Highly relevant for the company.” According to Tom, 
he is “happy to help.” Support is indeed highly appreciated, as it is a constant struggle to 
reach tech industry people willing to be interviewed on AI and their communication 
strategy thereon. However, I cannot help but note the perfect performativity, absent in 
a lot of off-the-record interviews. There will be no inside information, no off-handed 
comment on company politics that should not leave the room, no notion of NDAs. The 
interview runs smoothly—every question, a great answer. The interview paints a picture 
of a technology, while “still in the infancy stage”, which “you're going to see very quickly 
everyone else trying to catch up and figure out how they can implement it”. This 
technological optimism permeates the interview as the corporation has “this vision of AI 
everywhere. We're in this for the scale game, we want to do it everywhere. Make AI run 
faster, better, easier for everyone out there in the world.” Quotable, on point. Tom speaks 
in company jargon, well-structured like a speech. He writes company speeches, no 
surprise there. Each comparison and metaphor aligns with the larger public perception 
his company is creating and, more importantly, the image of AI it’s trying to establish in 
public acceptance. 

Only a week prior, the company image sounded quite different in another, off-the-record 
interview with a different staff member. This interview had been scheduled twice. Offline 
for privacy, out of the city for anonymity. In contrast to the interview with Tom, the 
process involved multiple people, personal introductions and, still, hesitation. I waited in 
front of a tiny coffee shop, checking if I might have the wrong address. Finally, I grabbed 
a latte when the message came through: “Running late.” No problem, and better than 
being stood up, which had happened the day before. She arrived casually, announcing 
that wine would be more appropriate, and we moved to a spot across the street. The 
wine bar had just opened. Before she had ordered, we were deep into company lore. 
Recorder not running yet. After settling into the empty space, the recorder finally set up, 
the conversation just kept going. While at first AI sounded like the ultimate future 
endeavour with a large economic and societal impact, sometime into the interview, AI 
turned into “a running joke among people who are kind of critical either externally or 
internally when it comes to tech. There's always a new euphemism for, you know, trying 
to pretend that the thing that they're building to make money is somehow for a higher 
purpose. So, just as ‘tech for good’. There are all these different words that they use, like 
trustworthy, responsible, fair.” A reality that means that struggle, compromise and often 

 
1 Names have been changed and company names excluded for anonymity. The interview snippets stem from a 
corpus of 40 expert interviews across the US, Germany and China from 2022 until 2023. 
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undesirable effects are dealt with internally and outward public communication praising 
a technology likened to a superpower. 

These two interviews are not the only cases of vastly different perspectives even within 
the same organisation; however, for me, they illustrated early on the importance of who 
gets to paint the picture, who gets to inform the larger discourse. Industry stakeholders 
are not alone in their efforts to shape the ongoing negotiations on the future of artificial 
intelligence (AI). During the same research stay, another interviewee got to the heart of 
the issue: “It [AI] has become a term that is co-opted by the wider public to mean a thing. 
And as journalists, we follow what people understand.” Journalists are clearly not the 
only ones dealing with the complexity of the technology while having to account for the 
public's understanding of the term. Gaining a clear understanding of how to discuss and 
present AI effectively in public is essential in this ongoing negotiation across various 
stakeholder groups over what AI is and should become. One of my academic interviewees 
emphasised this need to find a common language: “If you go to policymakers and you 
talk the language of the technologies, mostly they don't understand you. But if you talk 
the language of the economist, that's a familiar vocabulary or discourse” (Richter et al., 
2025). However, that also means that these ongoing negotiations on AI’s future are 
intrinsically intertwined with such language. A language that is often tied to money and 
funding. 

The larger AI environment reflects this reality. While it encompasses a variety of 
stakeholders from industry, policy, academia, media and also advocacy, none of these 
sectors are inherently separate. Instead, they are often linked through talent exchange, 
policy interests or, again, funding (Jurowetzki et al., 2021; Wei et al., 2024). Various US 
universities have “long been the revolving door for people creating and investing in tech 
companies and [are] now the beneficiary of a lot of tech philanthropy”, according to an 
interviewee. This co-dependency on philanthropic funding has been a recurring point of 
contention, as the role of academia, media, and NGOs in holding governments and 
industries accountable has come under fire multiple times. In reality, “there's frequent 
cycling” across academia, NGO and industry positions, especially in the US. A fact that 
helped immensely in the interview process, but raised questions across the board. One 
interviewee expressed it this way: “We should be fully transparent about the source of 
our funding and the circumstances when we have industry funding or individuals involved 
in the institute”. A prevalent issue across all stakeholders I interviewed is that the ongoing 
debates on AI, its ethics, and potential societal and economic prospects are deeply 
intertwined; individual positions are never fully detached from the larger AI environment. 
The same can be said for the AI debates beyond national boundaries, as the global AI 
discourse has also very much assigned certain ideals. As one interview succinctly 
summarised: “it usually takes the form of 'Europe regulates' and 'America innovates'”, a 
perception that was echoed across interviews and countries. 

Thus, accounting for the larger sociocultural and technopolitical context in which the 
future of AI is imagined and, more importantly, who gets to imagine such a future, 
became poignant. AI visions and ideals not only become ambiguous within company 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vY7Hdh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vY7Hdh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xWO94t
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cultures but also throughout larger sociocultural environments. These short examples 
from a set of 40 interviews over two years already highlight that the development and 
integration of new technologies are not linear processes, but continuous negotiations 
among different stakeholder groups advancing their future visions. Who succeeds in 
shaping public opinion on AI and its implementation, regulation, and societal implications 
might be just as important to understand as the negotiation process itself. The ongoing 
power struggle exemplifies significant shifts in power among societal actors, as they 
decide society's future orientation regarding AI. 

Hence, this dissertation examines how societal stakeholders negotiate the future of 
artificial intelligence by co-shaping imaginaries of AI. AI imaginaries here are 
understood as “the dominant future visions of (un)desirable futures of artificial 
intelligence with regard to technological, political, economic, social, and cultural 
development and impact” (Richter, n.d.). Imaginaries in this context are considered 
processual, as they are established through ongoing negotiations among stakeholders, 
becoming discursively established and shared widely enough to impact larger societal 
decisions.  

This processual approach to imaginaries emphasises the struggle and nonlinear 
development of imaginaries. It is attentive to co-existing and competing imaginaries, as 
they are negotiated across a variety of societal stakeholders. Examining this process, I 
first map the key societal stakeholders negotiating the future of AI, as well as the 
relations between them. Second, I will examine how these stakeholders shape and 
negotiate AI imaginaries. Finally, I specifically consider the role of the leading platform 
corporations in the negotiation process, as these companies are at the forefront of AI 
development and have a large stake in the formation and institutionalisation of AI 
imaginaries. 

Concerning the first objective of the dissertation, it is pertinent to map the stakeholders 
comprising the current AI ecosystem to understand which actors are involved in the 
negotiations over the future of AI. Various stakeholders have already been identified 
across the local and global AI environment, including in research on AI policy (Ferrari, 
2025; Liebig et al., 2024), governance (van Dijck et al., 2025), media reporting (Bunz & 
Braghieri, 2022; Fischer & Puschmann, 2021) and AI representation (Brewer et al., 2025; 
van Es & Nguyen, 2025). Furthermore, the role NGOs and advocacy play in shaping future 
visions of AI has been examined (Milan, 2024). The interview portion of this dissertation 
focuses primarily on the interconnectedness among these stakeholder groups. Insight 
into these interconnections is currently missing from research on AI stakeholders. 
Although some studies have focused on identifying stakeholders in current debates, such 
as those on WeChat (Zeng et al., 2020) and Twitter (Manikonda & Kambhampati, 2018), 
missing is research on how AI stakeholders connect across different sectors. The previous 
quotes regarding universities' roles across the tech industry in Silicon Valley, as well as 
the comments on the controversial philanthropic funding structures, highlight the 
necessity of understanding how these relations benefit or hinder ongoing negotiations on 
AI.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?B5aBbq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cMvz7Q
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cMvz7Q
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SLvZKN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Xht1u1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Xht1u1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mCZPhm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mCZPhm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5qwWbB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Fdb8X2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nH0q24
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This brings us to the second question at the centre of the dissertation: how different 
stakeholders co-construct and negotiate AI imaginaries in a co-dependent manner. In 
their public and organisational communication, the central stakeholders are not only 
communicating current developments, but also ideas about the future of AI. These actors 
strategically shape these discourses in public communication. This is reflected in recent 
research by Brause and colleagues (2025) on AI imaginaries, which offers an expanded 
framework for analysing imaginaries in public communication. I build on this research, as 
well as on other research on AI visions and imaginaries, which has considered specific 
stakeholders such as policymakers (Bareis & Katzenbach, 2021; Breuer & Müller, 2024; 
Hälterlein, 2024), industry actors (Felt & Öchsner, 2019; Pereira & Hargreaves, 2024), 
and civil society organisations (Lehtiniemi & Ruckenstein, 2019). These studies have 
demonstrated the impact of future visions of AI on funding, policy development, research 
and educational infrastructures. Contributing to this research, this dissertation aims to 
investigate stakeholders’ discursive construction, shaping, and negotiations of AI 
imaginaries comparatively across the broader AI environment. 

Finally, the third central question of the dissertation concerns the role of platform 
companies in the negotiations over AI imaginaries. Platform corporations play a complex 
and ambivalent role in these negotiations, requiring a deeper understanding. They 
provide space for stakeholder discourse on AI, but they are also key stakeholders in their 
own right. Platform corporations, such as Meta, Microsoft, Alphabet, and ByteDance, are 
heavily involved in AI development and have been likened to Big AI (van der Vlist et al., 
2024). At the same time, they shape the communicative construction of tech imaginaries 
by governing public AI communication between different stakeholders on their social 
media platforms. Consequently, this dual role in the AI environment creates a conflict of 
interest. Platform corporations have clear incentives to promote their own AI imaginaries 
and shape public perception and future decisions on AI. 

Accounting for the fact that these developments are socioculturally embedded and do 
not occur in a vacuum, the project adopts a comparative approach across three 
countries with significant stakes in the current global AI market: the United States, 
China, and Germany. All three countries represent large economic players in the funding 
and innovation of AI development and implementation. Furthermore, national 
governments and industry players’ localised imagination and, hence, future perception 
of what AI can and should become have led to different political and economic 
trajectories. While Germany, as part of the European Union, is trying to regulate in line 
with privacy and equality concerns exemplified by the German Network Enforcement Act 
(NetzDG) (Kettemann & Schulz, 2020), the US has taken a more liberal market approach 
(Bradford, 2023). China, in turn, has a strong, party-dominated view of AI as not only an 
economic but also a political tool to win “the AI race” (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022; Pan et 
al., 2024). Beyond regulating AI, the sociocultural and technopolitical realities of the 
different AI markets may play a significant role in shaping the environment and the 
dominant perception of AI. Lastly, my thesis research was part of a larger research 
project focusing on the US, China, and Germany, which enabled cross-country 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aDPqeS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aDPqeS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4r0Upy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cgbmDQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NmJ9V2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NmJ9V2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uj1bBv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?C6Kmaf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OFcbON
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OFcbON
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comparisons and data access across the project team. This comparative approach also 
includes cross-cultural perspectives, as sociotechnical imaginaries for technologies such 
as AI do not develop in isolation. There is a constant exchange of imaginaries across 
countries.  

Sociotechnical Imaginaries of AI 

To examine these future visions of AI and who shaped them in public discourse, this 
thesis draws on various interdisciplinary fields, including Science and Technology Studies 
and the Social Construction of Technology. These fields have consistently shown that 
technologies are socially constructed and influenced by political, economic, cultural, and 
legal forces (Bijker, 2012; Felt et al., 2016; Lösch et al., 2016). The co-construction 
approach challenges the idea of an inherent technological logic, but instead suggests 
contingency and interpretative flexibility (Meyer & Schulz-Schaeffer, 2006; Pinch & 
Bijker, 1984). The research in this tradition explores societal factors shaping technological 
development, the societal adoption and shaping of technologies, the inscription of social 
values, and the socio-political effects of technologies (Simon, 2016; Winner, 2020). 
Building on this field of work, I shift the focus from individual AI domains to the broader 
AI environment and to the co-construction of the public perception of AI, developing a 
nuanced understanding of how stakeholders negotiate the future of AI. This dissertation 
pursues such an understanding through the framework of imaginaries.  

Following the Science and Technology Studies framework, I draw especially on Jasanoff 
and Kim’s (2009, 2015) work on sociotechnical imaginaries to emphasise the significance 
of shared narratives and imaginations in shaping society and to highlight the role and 
contingency of technology in building and ordering society. The sociotechnical 
imaginaries framework follows the sociological tradition of imaginary research to shed 
light on how perceptions, discourses, and future outlooks play a pivotal role in the 
intricate processes of co-constructing social systems (Anderson, 1983; Taylor, 2003). 
Sociotechnical imaginaries are defined as ”collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and 
publicly performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared understandings of 
forms of social life and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in 
science and technology“ (Jasanoff, 2015, p. 4). The concept of sociotechnical imaginaries 
bridges the often-separately investigated spaces of public and mediated discourse, 
political action, and technological development. This differentiates the concept from 
others in communication science or sociology, such as frames and narratives, as it 
extends beyond discourses to include institutional, political, and material processes 
through which collective visions of futures are constructed in reality. Unlike frames or 
visions, which primarily emphasise the communicative dimension, Jasanoff and Kim’s 
concept of sociotechnical imaginaries integrates state interventions, corporate 
strategies, technological innovation, and other forms of agency into the analysis. This 
conceptual emphasis helps me to draw out the purpose of stakeholder communication in 
the imaginary building beyond the communicative dimension in my research. This is 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?i5RQeN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?W9TCYu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?W9TCYu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?qMbwtc
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UDvd7Q
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especially relevant to answering how stakeholders attempt to shape AI imaginaries of the 
general public and the broader societal implications of such imaginaries.  

Additionally, the temporal orientation is central to the concept as imaginaries “at once 
describe attainable futures and prescribe futures that states believe ought to be attained” 
(Jasanoff & Kim, 2009, p. 120). Hereby, they operate as normative guidelines that shape 
current divisions, policies, and investments, and can also highlight struggles and 
negotiations between stakeholders. The process of institutionalising imaginaries can 
reveal how technological development and social integration occur through struggle 
rather than consensus. This is something I focus on in my own work, especially through 
the strong emphasis on processual development of imaginaries and their negotiation 
between multiple stakeholders, instead of homogeneous or static beliefs. The concept 
thus is always “associated with active exercises of state power, such as the selection of 
development priorities, the allocation of funds, the investment in material 
infrastructures” (Jasanoff & Kim, 2009, p. 123). This is an inherent strength of the original 
concept and is essential to the analysis of this thesis. I especially consider the often-
overlooked sociopolitical and economic power behind stakeholder interaction and 
communication by questioning the active and often obscured roles of stakeholders in 
negotiating the future of AI.  

However, my work also builds upon the critiques and developments on sociotechnical 
imaginaries in media and communication studies over the last decade. Despite the 
popularity of the concept as an analytical tool, it is often seen as underdeveloped in terms 
of conceptual complexity and empirical operationalisation. More recent work, for 
example, acknowledges that imaginaries are articulated by various stakeholders beyond 
nation-states (Mager & Katzenbach, 2021). These approaches contradict the perception 
of often homogenous, monolithic imaginaries and instead advocate for co-existing 
imaginaries (Brause et al., 2025; Mager & Katzenbach, 2021). Following this line of work, 
various media and communication researchers have moved on to exploring specific 
aspects such as “algorithmic imaginaries” (Bucher, 2017), “platform imaginaries” (van Es 
& Poell, 2020), “influencer imaginaries” (Arriagada & Bishop, 2021), and “Instagram 
Imaginaries” (Richter & Ye, 2023). These have further shifted the previous analytical lens 
from countries, nation-states, and political institutions to other stakeholders, including 
corporations and platforms. This research, hence, lays the groundwork for my 
dissertation to inquire into the broader AI environment and who constitutes AI 
stakeholders negotiating imaginaries of AI. However, my research also emphasises that 
none of these stakeholders exist or position themselves in a vacuum, thus a more 
nuanced and comparative approach across stakeholders and the larger (AI) environment 
is necessary.  

Hence, I actively foreground in my dissertation the processual nature of imaginary 
development and institutionalisation as a co-constructive process based on a non-linear 
negotiation that has thus far received little consideration. Concurrently, I argue, in line 
with Bareis and Katzenbach (2021), that the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries should 
be associated with power beyond states, given the sheer economic and infrastructural 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ltvFJO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?NJPhiA
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LYq2ZS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GbQJi3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GbQJi3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7JWXTz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sp9Cyt
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power of platform corporations. In their research on AI imaginaries in policy documents, 
they argued that “What begins as a bold promise, as we will see in the rhetoric analysis 
of the AI imaginaries, can quickly set free a notion of requirement and necessity—a 
powerful rhetorical motif urging figures to deliver on the promises” (Bareis & Katzenbach, 
2021, p. 860). Associating imaginaries with “active exercises of power” can go beyond 
states themselves, as bringing imaginaries into public circulation can create a cycle of 
discursive power that pushes beyond the communicative layer, potentially acting as a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. Therefore, imaginaries play a significant role in shaping how 
societies approach emerging key technologies, such as AI, extending beyond discourse 
into funding, education, and policy (Mager & Katzenbach, 2021). My research 
conceptually builds on this perspective.  

My dissertation contributes to this field of research by, firstly, expanding on the work on 
sociotechnical imaginaries through the concept of Sociotechnical Imaginaries in Public 
Communication and its empirical operationalisation. The concept was developed and co-
authored within the larger project team this dissertation was situated in. It offers a 
structured, different approach to imaginary analysis. The framework integrates insights 
from the scholarship on public communication about technologies into the existing 
concept of sociotechnical imaginaries. It conceptualises Sociotechnical Imaginaries in 
Public Communications “as publicly constructed visions of (un)desirable socio-technical 
futures. They can guide action, mobilise resources and lay out trajectories for the 
materialisation or prevention of those futures” (Brause et al., 2025, p. 1268). The 
framework emphasises visions of socio-technical futures aimed at garnering collective 
support or opposition, thereby connecting to specific actions that shape these futures. 
This framework is both descriptive and prescriptive; when sufficiently supported by 
stakeholders and the public, these imaginaries can significantly influence the 
actualisation or avoidance of the envisioned outcomes. Furthermore, this framework 
does not seek to replace the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries but rather to elucidate 
its inherent communicative dimensions, thereby facilitating systematic and rigorous 
analyses of public and media representations of AI, as various chapters empirically 
demonstrate.  

Moreover, the dissertation contributes to existing research on the negotiation of AI 
imaginaries in public discourse by expanding on the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries 
using a conceptual framework of AI imaginaries. Following a sociotechnical tradition and 
expanding on the critiques and developments of imaginary research over the last decade, 
AI imaginaries here are understood as: “the dominant future visions of artificial 
intelligence and automation technologies, falling under the umbrella term, that articulate 
(un)desirable futures of AI with regard to technological, political, economic, social, and 
cultural development and impact” (Richter, n.d.). Imaginaries in this context are 
considered processual, as they are established through ongoing negotiations among 
stakeholders, becoming discursively established and shared widely enough to impact 
larger societal decisions. As dominant imaginaries influence how individuals, institutions, 
and societies deal with socio-technical developments, technologies such as AI are being 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?rwyKFq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?rwyKFq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nA5WVm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?opJvO4
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stabilised through social, political, cultural, and economic negotiation processes. It is 
within this complex and dynamic context that my dissertation examines the roles of AI 
stakeholder groups, specifically platform corporations, in shaping imaginaries of AI. 

Stakeholders & AI 

Negotiations over AI have become a significant battleground; therefore, I draw on 
research on AI stakeholders, including media and platform studies, to examine how 
societal stakeholders negotiate the future of AI by co-constructing societally relevant 
ideals, values, and future visions of the technology to shape imaginaries of AI. Multiple 
studies have examined part of these dynamics over the years, analysing changes in 
perception and the social construction of AI, as well as knowledge and scientific practices 
related to technological development (Collins, 1993; Courtial & Law, 1989; Suchman, 
2008; Woolgar, 1985). However, with the latest AI summer, starting in the early 2010s, 
interest in machine learning has expanded rapidly (Bechmann & Bowker, 2019; Reigeluth 
& Castelle, 2021). A new tech culture has developed over the last fifteen years 
(Mackenzie, 2017) that also revolves around platforms, their technological possibilities, 
and their power to “reconfigure social and political relations” through “algorithmic 
reasoning” (Aradau & Blanke, 2022). With it, new research approaches and fields have 
rapidly arisen (Cardon et al., 2018), analysing the technological component of machine 
learning, human-computer interaction research and other forms of technological 
automation, as well as its public perception and communication through metaphors, 
rhetoric and self-representation (Campolo & Crawford, 2020; Natale & Ballatore, 2020; 
van Es & Nguyen, 2025). These shifting interests have expanded into public discourse 
not only due to the rising interest in AI but also the growing concerns about AI ethics and 
societal impacts, including exacerbated discrimination, sexism, and racism through 
automation (Wellner & Rothman, 2020; Zou & Schiebinger, 2018). Therefore, I build on 
this literature to map the larger AI stakeholder environment and its longitudinal 
development of AI and its public perception. I further aim to shift the focus of my 
dissertation research to different stakeholders’ engagement in the current AI discourse, 
questioning the active and obscured roles they play in informing various techno-political 
developments and negotiations, and adding to this corpus of literature. 

The relevance of different stakeholders in the co-construction of AI and its public 
perception has received growing scholarly attention with the advent of the current AI 
summer. While most research on AI originally stemmed from a highly academic 
perspective where the concept of AI originated, the research focus has shifted 
significantly. Industry has become a central stakeholder, with studies focused on 
corporations' impact on AI implementation and governance (Gorwa, 2024; van Dijck et 
al., 2025). Various studies have already explored Big Tech’s increasing dominance 
through foundation models (Burkhardt & Rieder, 2024) as well as their role in cloud 
computing (Luitse, 2024; van der Vlist et al., 2024), AI ethics (Jobin et al., 2019; Larsson, 
2020), AI education (Luchs, 2023), and cultural production (Poell et al., 2022). Policy 
research has further examined regulatory developments related to big tech corporations 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?a2vreX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?a2vreX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wirnGA
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wirnGA
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?B71pZv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?UkTTUi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8sIoB2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ma3Gfh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ma3Gfh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3ZHlib
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QjZaOZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QjZaOZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Z7lZeL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uccTaF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?S0faC2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?S0faC2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?K0vpQq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iWdILm
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and AI technology, with studies on the European AI Act and federal policies (Liebig et al., 
2024), as well as the connection between AI policies and the development of 
sociotechnical imaginaries (Bareis & Katzenbach, 2021). However, the focus is often on a 
single industry sector or AI concern rather than across sectors. I aim to address this gap 
by providing new insights into how stakeholder interactions in the broader AI 
environment shape these issues, examining how societal stakeholders negotiate AI 
imaginaries in context. 

Beyond academia, industry, and policy, a broad constellation of stakeholders is involved 
in negotiating AI, its development, and implementation, including media outlets, NGOs, 
advocacy organisations, and the wider public affected by AI. Although scholarship 
acknowledges the role of media and journalists in shaping the public perception of AI 
(Nader et al., 2022; Zai et al., 2025), research is often linked to stakeholder 
representations in the media. For example, multiple studies have found an industry 
prevalence in media reporting on AI (Brennen et al., 2018; Bunz & Braghieri, 2022; Fischer 
& Puschmann, 2021). Zeng and colleagues (2024) have also considered the different 
sentiments prevalent in the reporting style and topics favoured in news coverage of AI. 
However, the role of journalists and media outlets in relation to other sectors remains 
underexplored, particularly how they perceive their influence, how they resist tech 
imaginaries, and how they are pushed by different stakeholders, such as industry and 
government. Similarly, research on other civil society stakeholders, including NGOs and 
advocacy groups, has mostly emphasised the need to involve a more diverse set of 
stakeholders in AI debates on designing AI applications (Williams, 2018). Various studies 
acknowledge the relevance and potential impact of advocacy groups and civil society, as 
evidenced by their production of ethical guidelines (Jones, 2022) and innovative uses 
and adaptations (El Morr et al., 2021). However, what is currently underdeveloped across 
these research fields is the study of complex negotiations among stakeholders, which 
this dissertation addresses by accounting for stakeholders' differences in sociocultural 
and technopolitical power in shaping public AI discourse and, in turn, the future of AI.  

As platform corporations, particularly leading social media platforms, have created such 
spaces for stakeholder negotiations, the field of platform studies offers a valuable entry 
point for considering the negotiation of societally relevant topics across stakeholders. 
Especially the automation of governance aspects across platform ecosystems has 
garnered significant scholarly attention, with a shift toward automated content 
moderation. Robert Gorwa’s work (2019; 2024), for example, has emphasised the 
intricate structure and power of platforms to shape content moderation and, hence, 
platform discourses. As platform corporations govern content and users more implicitly 
through design changes, altered affordances or reinforcing specific practices through 
flagging and account suspensions, the platforms directly further or impede societal 
debates. Scholars such as Tarleton Gillespie (2010; 2018) have demonstrated that, while 
corporate communication and slogans dominate public perception, less visible forms of 
governance may have more profound consequences for content and discourse within 
these privately owned but publicly framed spaces. This is especially relevant as platforms 
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and their parent corporations operate beyond national and cultural boundaries, relying 
on technical infrastructures such as algorithms; however, their influence extends far 
beyond the technical, as research considering the complexity of the platform governance 
environment with multiple layers and intertwined stakeholder groups highlights (Van 
Dijck, 2021). Against the background of these shifts, researchers reconceptualise 
platforms to grasp their expanding power across domains, theorising platform power 
beyond the platform environment itself (Nieborg et al., 2024). 

Beyond governing public debate, platform corporations are also highly relevant 
stakeholders for this dissertation research, as they have themselves become AI 
stakeholders. As platform studies research has shown, platform corporations have 
positioned themselves early on as relevant stakeholders in the AI environment (Mucha & 
Seppala, 2020; van der Vlist et al., 2024). Research on the broader political positioning 
of platform corporations further underscores the importance of considering their role in 
the AI environment. Studies have explored the ideology behind Silicon Valley, for 
example, where most US platform corporations are located. The “Californian ideology”, 
originally linked to counterculture and liberal capitalism (Barbrook & Cameron, 1996; 
Turner, 2008), has been associated with “techno-authoritarianism” today by scholars 
such as Peron and colleagues. They argue that Big Tech in the US political system 
represents a current iteration of techno-authoritarianism, “the extensive use of 
technological resources that undermines democratic principles and fundamental rights” 
(Peron et al., 2025, p. 7), highlighting the complex role of platform corporations far 
beyond the corporate sector. I build on this work to further the understanding of how 
stakeholders, especially platform corporations, attempt to shape AI imaginaries in 
politically and culturally diverse environments, given their highly political and economic 
nature.  

Therefore, this dissertation explores, in the latter chapters, the roles of platform 
corporations in the AI environment and contributes to current research by introducing an 
analytical model of multifaceted stakeholders. It argues for platforms' conceptualisation 
as multifaceted stakeholders, as corporations represent multiple stakeholder sectors 
under parent companies such as Meta and Alphabet and interface with these sectors 
concurrently. Mapping and questioning different imaginaries around AI from the 
perspective of platforms as multifaceted AI stakeholders can have a profound impact on 
understanding not only how different stakeholders think about an increasingly relevant 
technology, but also how they shape the development of a societal vision of AI through 
the platform environment as a mediator. It further examines platform corporations' 
influence on shaping public perception of this evolving technology, especially in light of 
their global reach and their position to expand on previous studies of platform 
imaginaries. My research thus further expands on the concept of imaginaries regarding 
platform corporations as complex stakeholders, offering spaces for negotiations over 
these imaginaries. The dissertation contributes a renewed conceptualisation of platform 
imaginaries as an analytical framework and challenges traditional media's framing of 
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public debates, questioning how platform corporations try to configure AI imaginaries 
while presenting themselves as institutional and infrastructural stakeholders.  

As AI is arguably in a formative phase, both as a technology and in public perception, it 
is particularly relevant to understand how stakeholders negotiate their interests by 
advancing or challenging imaginaries of AI to shape political, economic, and research 
agendas. Furthermore, it is highly relevant to examine which stakeholders comprise the 
current AI environment and are advancing their agenda above other current interests 
and potential directions of development in public discourse. This is especially true in the 
current global climate, often referred to as an “AI Race,” which carries significant global 
political and economic implications. Understanding how AI's future is negotiated — and 
by whom — is crucial, as AI development occurs across vastly different socio-economic 
and techno-political contexts. 

Methodology 

As I bring together various theoretical perspectives to examine the negotiation of AI 
imaginaries across stakeholders, countries, and cultural contexts, this thesis also relies 
on a combination of methodological approaches. I have employed a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methodologies, combining survey data, social media API 
data, interviews, digital textual data, and audio-visual data to examine the complex 
communication streams of stakeholders across the AI environment and countries. These 
datasets contribute new empirical data and facilitate cross-stakeholder and cross-
country comparisons with previous research, while also offering novel methodological 
and conceptual approaches. While most chapters present a coherent mixed-methods 
approach tailored to the individual research question and data requirements, this section 
outlines the overall methodological considerations and operationalisation across the 
larger thesis.  

This section also provides critical reflections on methodological decisions, interplays with 
the larger research project this thesis was part of, and incorporates more extensive 
ethical considerations. The mixed-methods approach presented challenges beyond 
ethical considerations and the ethics review. The first arose because most of this 
dissertation has been funded through a DFG project position with a set timeline and 
external funding requirements. The research packages, spanning exploratory surveys to 
social media data acquisition, analysis, and interview data, did not always follow the 
most efficient chronology, as other team members' schedules and data needs had to be 
taken into account.  

Additionally, my own positionality has played a significant role in the conceptualisation 
and execution of research, with as much awareness as possible, but has also sometimes 
been obscured and brought to attention by study participants. The survey, the feedback 
from senior academic members, and the interview research explicitly reflected my status 
as a young, white, and especially female academic back to me on various occasions and 
in varied subtleties, which I was not expecting. However, especially in the US context, 
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the openly addressed implications for perception and access have played a significant 
role in shaping methodological decisions and approaches, as reflected below. 
Furthermore, these occasions also strongly emphasised ethical considerations regarding 
the safety of researchers, both in in-person and online research.  

These aspects often went beyond the space and structure of traditional articles and book 
chapters, most of which this thesis comprises. Additionally, this chapter provides a more 
comprehensive spatio-temporal overview of the thesis development and foci that 
influenced methodological choices, leading to considerations for future research in 
Chapter 7. 

Survey 

To examine the AI stakeholder environment as a whole, I first aimed to establish an 
overview of the relevant AI stakeholders and potential interviewees. I conducted an 
exploratory survey at the beginning of the project, serving as an entry point into the AI 
environment and stakeholder groups in the US, Germany, and China. The survey was 
created using the SoSci Survey in February 2022. It was written in English, German, and 
Chinese (translated by my colleagues) and was refined through multiple rounds for 
wording and ethical considerations by the larger project team and colleagues at the 
University of Bremen and Rotterdam. To trial run the survey for external feedback, it was 
pre-released for the DFG project advisory board for cross-language feedback. The first 
survey ran from March 1st until March 14th, recruiting via email (Appendix A2) from a 
pre-collected list of publicly available email addresses of AI experts by country. The 
collected data primarily stemmed from German responses, warranting a second round of 
revisions. The second survey round took place from April 1st to April 14th, followed by 
data analysis of the mentioned stakeholders by country and cross-country responses.  

The responses were especially informative for the German stakeholder environment 
overview and potential interviewee acquisition, and provided some insights into the US 
context. However, the US cold emailing approach proved difficult due to flagged external 
email systems. The Chinese email collection already indicated issues, as University email 
systems are not publicly available. Therefore, the low response rate in the Chinese survey 
was not surprising, but it yielded some relevant feedback from mostly academic experts, 
which informed the operationalisation of the interview study. Their feedback, in 
particular, highlighted the attention to detail in Chinese translation, as it involved various 
instances of detailed translation options for AI and co-occurring terms. Furthermore, this 
emphasised to me the need to carefully inquire into the cross-cultural context in which I 
could not speak the language and was not privy to cultural norms of everyday or 
academic etiquette. The results, therefore, are reflected in the approaches and decisions 
of the following studies, while the collected data were later used as cross-references for 
the longitudinal Twitter analysis in Chapter 3 and the selection of interviewees in Chapter 
4. 
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Figure 1: Survey Proofs English (Survey Proofs German and Chinese in Appendix A1A-C) 

Quantitative Social Media Data - Twitter 

Building on the exploratory survey and pre-project work by colleagues in Zurich, I 
approached the challenge of mapping the AI stakeholder environment beyond individual 
stakeholders and networks by analysing social media data to identify who publicly 
engages in AI debates. Social media data, such as through the former Twitter API, can 
provide a platform to map stakeholder negotiations and interactions, as well as 
longitudinal data to track changes over time (Pfeffer et al., 2023). While the first 
exploratory data were collected in 2020, yielding a large dataset for German and English 
Twitter, I decided, along with my co-authors, to recollect data specifically to map AI 
stakeholder transitions over time and to exemplify the stakeholder typology outlined in 
Chapter 3 and follow changes in stakeholders’ roles in public AI discourses. While we 
initially attempted to use a comparable dataset from Weibo, differences in platform 
structure, affordances, and use hindered our ability to collect a reasonably comparable 
dataset for China. Despite Weibo’s theoretical closeness to Twitter's platform purpose at 
the time, the dataset was ultimately limited to the US and Germany. 

The data were collected in May 2022 using the Academic Twitter API employing the 
academictwitteR R package (Barrie & Ho, 2021) for the English hashtags #AI and 
#ArtificialIntelligence, and the German hashtags #AI, #ArtificialIntelligence, #KI, and 
#KünstlicheIntelligenz, for the period from 2012 to 2021. Given that English is the most 
prevalent language on Twitter, the difference in the number of collected tweets had to 
be accounted for. Ultimately, as this was a co-authored effort, we decided to manually 
code a select subset of prevalent stakeholders in each language's discourse to better 
contextualise their roles in the AI environment. Twitter is known to have an issue that 
search results cannot be calculated according to location, so manual coding for US and 
German results was required anyway. 

A combination of social network analysis (SNA) (McLevey et al., 2023) and manual 
content analysis provided both quantitative insights into the development of the AI 
stakeholder environment in the US and Germany over a ten-year period, while enabling 
more in-depth analysis of stakeholder types, their institutional relevance (individual, 
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organisation, etc.), and country-specificity. This approach attempted to balance the 
often-critiqued top-down approach of quantitative coding, which provides few 
contextual clues, with the limitations of qualitative coding, which significantly reduces 
sample size. With the support of two student assistants, a thousand accounts were 
double-coded per language dataset, employing a pre-constituted codebook (Appendix 
B), and sampled according to the highest in-degree centrality, meaning “retweet 
influence” (Cha et al., 2010). While this approach was selected for a specific subset, the 
interest in identifying relevant stakeholders in the AI environment over time stemmed 
from their relevance within the AI discourse. Coding the most central accounts in each 
language's discourse, therefore, created a name network of the most prevalent voices 
at the time and allowed us to track changes over the years (Dergacheva & Tous-Rovirosa, 
2021). While Twitter studies have been criticised for their lack of representation of full 
populations, the platform – prior to its rebranding as X in 2023 – was notably relevant 
for following stakeholder discourses (Burgess & Baym, 2020), as the data demonstrated. 
This further provided data points for the subsequent interview portion, offering both 
institutional, organisational, and individual candidates for the expert interview shortlist 
for the US and German outreach. 

Interview Study 

Building on the exploratory survey and Twitter study, the interview research took into 
account sociocultural specificities, as this study’s focus was to examine stakeholders' 
communication to identify prevalent AI imaginaries within and across AI stakeholders and 
countries. This required more in-depth access to gain insights into how these 
stakeholders attempt to shape these AI imaginaries. Therefore, the interview portion 
faced various challenges across the three countries of interest. For example, I had already 
adjusted the Chinese interview approach to align with my colleague, who conducted this 
subset of interviews through her existing network. Additionally, it became clear that the 
US had a much higher threshold for cold emailing and use of NDAs to consider during this 
process. The sampling, therefore, focused on experts in each stakeholder field —
academia, media, industry, and NGOs —building on survey and Twitter analysis data 
where possible. While policy or political actors were originally included, early responses 
made it clear that it would be challenging to reach these stakeholders and conduct 
interviews that would be comparable across the three countries. Instead, my co-authors 
and I chose to approach various experts who consulted with governmental agencies and 
could therefore provide more informed structural observations. The definition for experts 
for the project as a whole was derived in line with Marres and colleagues (2024), applying 
an integrative understanding of experts as an extended peer community that is (1) 
consistently involved in ongoing AI research or discourse and (2) actively intervenes in 
existing knowledge. Along this line, the shortlist included experts who had either worked 
across various fields or were consulting and still working across multiple stakeholder 
domains, and could offer nuanced reflections on the intersection of the broader AI 
environment. 
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Recruitment 

The recruitment preparation began in spring 2022, following the exploratory survey and 
Twitter data collection, by building a shortlist of potential interviewees. The US was 
chosen for the first round of interviews, as two trips were planned, and the initial survey 
indicated the need to establish a network across various stakeholder sectors to gain 
sufficient trust and access for additional interviews in a second round. While the 
recruitment strategy included cold emailing experts (Appendix C2), I also inquired about 
the existing network of the larger project and committee for introductions to experts, 
aiming to circumvent some of the previously encountered issues. This approach also 
provided additional opportunities to address potential concerns about NDAs and led to 
the first interview acceptances. The first leg of interviews further clarified the relevance 
of in-person interviews in the US context for snowball recommendations, as well as 
contextual information that situates interviews beyond the actual recorded conversation. 
Unintentionally, the split in US interviews coincided with the public release of ChatGPT in 
November 2022, providing an interesting dual perspective. The second round of 
interviews was conducted from May to July 2023. 

Although the Chinese interviewee acquisition approach had been modified before the 
first interviews, I originally did not anticipate a significant difference in the US and 
German contexts. However, the stark difference in NDA use and implications required 
much more subtle and detailed communication, as well as in the interview preparation 
and meeting in the US. The German interview acquisition, in contrast, was often 
standardised and easily conducted over email. Instead, different stakeholder groups were 
more likely to engage with the research and were willing to be interviewed, as industry 
stakeholders in the US often grappled with NDA issues, but were more likely to respond 
than their counterparts in Germany.  

It is worth noting that both countries showed clear differences in connected stakeholder 
groups, as reflected in the obtained referrals and secondary interviews in the US, which 
often spanned industry, academia, and NGOs. In contrast, the German environment 
offered more internal referrals and a stronger connection between media and NGOs. Both 
instances had implications for the sample, which differed slightly across the US and 
Germany. For China, the sample consisted mostly of academic and industry experts with 
extensive expertise in the broader AI environment, offering valuable political insights. As 
NGO work is limited to begin with, and journalists were only willing to have private 
conversations for contextual information, no interviews of NGO members or journalists 
were included. However, this contextual information provided additional insights into 
how societal stakeholders negotiate AI imaginaries in an interconnected environment.  

Interviews 

The interviews followed a semi-structured interview guide following Heffrich’s (2022) 
work on interview guidelines that included six main categories of interest (Appendix C1). 
These categories were only shared with interviewees prior to the interview upon request. 
The questions progressed from describing their position and work with AI to more general 
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questions on AI, and then to more complex, in-depth questions about their organisation, 
corporations, or the larger AI environment, regarding responsibility, communication 
strategy, and other areas. Most US interviews were conducted in person during two 
separate stays, with four additional interviews subsequently rescheduled to Zoom and 
Microsoft Teams. Most German interviews, in contrast, took place on Zoom, despite the 
in-person option, while four interviews were conducted in person. This limited the 
additional context information in the German dataset, as most US interviews included 
detailed interview notes before and after recording, with the interviewees' consent to 
use as context, but not as citable information. The Chinese interviews were collected by 
my colleague in person during a 2023 visit, in accordance with the ethical considerations 
outlined below. 

Some further reflections on the interview process stemmed from the timeline shortly 
after the COVID-19 pandemic. The academic discourse on offline and online interviews 
was split due to critical reflection on personal safety, as well as the potential lack of 
personal connection and additional information in online interviews. The safety condition 
was met primarily through interviews conducted outdoors, after obtaining consent. 
Additionally, due to NDA concerns, most in-person interviews in the US occurred in 
informal public spaces such as cafés, which seemed to help the often cited concern for 
"the pitch" (Sender, 2012). The pitch describes the performativity within the interview 
context that can skew certain information. Lastly, the ongoing reflection and feedback 
on both my gender and age were a surprising aspect that required workarounds, but 
were further reflected in the interviews, albeit in an unexpected form. No female 
interviewee commented on either aspect; however, all female interviewees had to 
reschedule at least once due to childcare reasons, while no male interviewee did, despite 
most commenting on their family. 

Analysis 

The interviews were subsequently transcribed, and memos were created for each 
interview to facilitate comparative analysis with my co-author, who had interviewed the 
Chinese stakeholders. The initial coding that formed the memos was based on the 
framework of sociotechnical imaginaries in public communication (Brause et al., 2025). 
Hereby, transcripts were not only structured by the six interview guide sections but coded 
for (1) the imaginary proponent, (2) the form of AI, (3) the AI visions communicated, (4) 
its desirability or undesirability, (5) different spatiotemporal aspects of the imaginary and, 
lastly, (6) implications. The memos focused on emerging and established AI imaginaries, 
based on the AI visions articulated and the counter-imaginaries present in each sector or 
across AI sectors. These were then analysed using critical discourse analysis (Wodak, 
2015). This meant, first, identifying overarching themes and, second, mapping the 
relational development of imaginaries across stakeholder groups and major AI 
imaginaries in each country. Lastly, we compared the findings across the three countries 
and contextualised the interview results within their specific sociocultural and political 
settings. The overall findings provided in-depth insights into the AI environment in each 
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country and beyond. The interviews with industry, academia, and NGOs closely tied to 
platform corporations were highly insightful for the subsequent work. 

Qualitative Social Media Data - Platform Analysis 

To examine the role of platform corporations in forming, negotiating and institutionalising 
AI imaginaries, the last two chapters of this dissertation are based on a qualitative 
analysis of social media and contextual digital data. While both chapters focus on 
platform corporations’ role in shaping AI imaginaries and AI’s purpose, the first chapter 
introduces and operationalises the conceptual framework of platform imaginaries 
through a longitudinal, comparative analysis of three major platform corporations – 
Alphabet, Meta and ByteDance. It investigates the politics of platform and AI imaginaries 
by mapping how they have emerged, transformed and become embedded within 
platform infrastructures and public debate over the last 25 years. Expanding on the 
theory of sociotechnical imaginaries, the analysis distinguishes between two phases 
methodologically. The first phase is based on secondary sources analysing a period from 
the early 2000s through 2018 to provide a historical context. It traces the formation of 
platform imaginaries and the discursive positioning of platform corporations in the 
current global platform and AI discourse. The second analytical section is based on 
content, document and platform analyses of primary material, including policy updates, 
CEO interviews, blog posts, public statements, media coverage, and social media 
responses. Employing a critical discourse analysis (Wodak, 2015), the chapter identifies 
moments of contention around corporate visions and public and other stakeholders' 
expectations on platform and AI development and analyses the resulting negotiations.  

The subsequent chapter operationalises the multifaceted stakeholder model through a 
case study approach focused on Meta. It examines the corporations’ diverse roles across 
academia, industry, governance, and media to understand how Meta positions itself as a 
central stakeholder in the evolving AI environment. The chapter employs a mixed-
method qualitative design combining content analysis, document analysis, and platform 
analysis to trace how Meta actively constructs and circulates AI imaginaries across its 
platforms, including Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Meta AI. It further incorporates 
a cross-platform analysis to examine how these AI visions are received and negotiated 
by different societal stakeholders and the public. To account for the four different 
stakeholder sectors Meta interfaces, the data corpus encompasses (1) academic 
communications from research initiatives and educational material; (2) industry-oriented 
communication through corporate statements, website, PR and marketing material; (3) 
governance-related documents, such as AI principles and policy and user guidelines; and 
(4) media coverage on AI through Meta’s Newsroom and broader public discourse by 
Meta. The analyses to establish imaginaries in Meta’s communication follow the 
"sociotechnical imaginaries in public communication" framework (Brause et al., 2025) 
considering (a) how Meta establishes itself as a stakeholder in each sector; (b) the target 
audience(s) of Meta’s communication; (c) the imaginaries promoted; and (d) how 
stakeholders respond, negotiate and contest these AI visions. Lastly, a historical discourse 
analysis (Wodak, 2015) conducted from 2018 to 2025 underscores the evolution of 
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Meta’s communication strategies over time, illustrating the dynamic co-production of AI 
imaginaries through stakeholder responses, shifting regulatory climates, technological 
development, and public scrutiny. Together, these chapters illuminate the mutually 
shaping relationship between platform companies and the sociotechnical imaginaries that 
define AI. 

Ethical considerations 

The thesis incorporates a variety of methodological approaches that require ethical 
consideration on multiple levels and across different academic traditions. Despite the 
thesis being submitted in the Netherlands and complying with the University of 
Amsterdam requirements, the writing and conducting of varying work packages involved 
both the University of Bremen and the University of Zürich as complementors and 
funding bodies. These considerations involved the larger project team, accounting for 
different academic traditions in addressing ethical issues related to data acquisition and 
management. The following ethical considerations were adjusted depending on the 
different data sets I collected, and employed with team members relevant to this thesis, 
as the complexity of the data —e.g., interview transcripts and larger social media 
datasets —also informed various approaches to ethical research and protecting 
researchers. 

A significant contribution of this dissertation relies on a dataset of 40 interviews with 
stakeholders across three countries – the US, Germany, and China – that required a 
variety of steps to ensure an ethically sound research approach, data collection, and 
processing. The entire project underwent an ethical approval process conducted by the 
University of Amsterdam's ethics committee, which peer-reviewed the ethical 
implications to ensure the protection and anonymity of participants. The project received 
ethics approval through the Amsterdam Institute for Humanities Research (FGW-1689) 
Ethics Committee. An Information Brochure and a Consent form were handed out to each 
interviewee prior to the interview, detailing the project outline and the extent of their 
consent regarding the collected data, including the option to retract or refuse 
participation (Appendix C4). The consent form was reread prior to the interviews (both 
in-person and online), and verbal consent was recorded on the interview voice 
recordings. This process was adjusted for the Chinese interviews, as most participants 
did not consent to recordings due to concerns about potential consequences, and this 
was cleared with ethics approval prior to proceeding. In accordance with the approved 
data management plan, voice recordings would be saved, anonymised, and shared with 
research project members for analysis, without identifying information. The data 
protection plan (Appendix C3) was also shared with each interviewee prior to the 
interview. It outlined the GDPR-compliant data management plan and privacy 
agreement, which included Trint, a transcription software based in the EU with GDPR 
compliance. The privacy protection review was also adjusted for Chinese participants, as 
most were approached through existing networks, resulting in a lower number of 
contacts —20 to 30 —instead of the original 200 to 300. This number includes 
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participants in the research as well as individuals directly contacted with a request for 
participation, such as those reached via recruitment emails (Appendix C1). Additionally, 
this subset of interviews was conducted in person to minimise potential issues for the 
interviewees, with notes taken rather than voice recordings in the US and Germany. 
Overall, the ethics review process established clear implications and a baseline for data 
collection and privacy protection across the thesis datasets, ensuring conformity. 

This proved highly relevant for consistency, as neither the University of Bremen nor the 
University of Zurich currently has a streamlined institutional ethics approval process. 
Therefore, I further consulted with the larger research project committee prior to 
obtaining ethics approval for a survey, seeking feedback on ethical considerations for 
other data collection, including US colleagues with extensive backgrounds in ethical 
requirements. These feedback rounds further informed special considerations for cross-
country data acquisition and academic etiquette that needed to be complied with, 
including certain phrasing for acquisition emails, survey questions, and answer options. 
Especially, the Chinese translations and culturally appropriate messaging were handled 
in line with input from Chinese colleagues and external feedback, to account for my 
limited cultural knowledge and Western positionality. Hence, the Chinese interviews were 
conducted through an existing network for protection, resulting in a corpus of 10 
interview transcripts and analytical memos that I could not read in the original language; 
therefore, they were handled entirely by my colleague.  

Beyond the interview dataset, a variety of data collection for this thesis is based on digital 
content, which in itself requires a variety of considerations as it can be private, public 
and semi-public in nature (Gerard, 2021), which is often hard to distinguish and can 
change by a click of the creator. As Chapters 5 and 6 both employ content from creators 
as part of the analytical approach, only creators who have spoken publicly —such as in 
media interviews — have been included by name. To ethically account for users’ right to 
privacy, all user data collected is otherwise presented anonymously, as users have not 
given consent to any use outside their original intended publication, as Ysabel Gerard 
(2021) emphasised in her research on pseudonymous fans. Additionally, digital content 
is notoriously short-lived and spatio-temporally flexible (Lindgren, 2025), meaning it can 
be easily moved, changed, adjusted, made unavailable, and deleted completely. This 
makes research with digital content complex and volatile, particularly longitudinal 
research in digital spaces, as it necessitates reflection on the limitations and potential 
implications for results, as seen in Chapter 3. The longitudinal Twitter data led to efforts 
to manually reconstruct accounts, changes in account data over time, and other aspects 
that were no longer directly available in the primary collection. Thus, these difficulties in 
ethically considering the right to shape personal narrative through deletion and the 
relevance of digital reconstruction for research needed to be addressed in Chapter 3. 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CHPvnT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CHPvnT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?09KwX6


 
 

 26 
 

Chapter Overview 

To address the research questions and develop the various angles of the project outlined, 
Chapter 2 provides an entry point to the current state of the art on sociotechnical 
imaginaries, particularly those related to Artificial Intelligence and relevant stakeholder 
groups. Building on work by Jasanoff and Kim (2009, 2015) and Mager and Katzenbach 
(2021) on sociotechnical imaginaries, the chapter introduces the critical analytical 
framework of AI imaginaries. It contextualises it as a meaningful perspective for 
analysing the characteristics and impact of AI imaginaries amid the technologies' rapid 
advances and shifts in public and regulatory perception. It does so by foregrounding the 
impact of imaginaries on economic, research, and political agendas, as well as 
emphasising the relevance of critically examining stakeholders' role in advancing their 
agenda above other potential lines of development. The chapter further offers an 
overview of current research on sociotechnical imaginaries surrounding AI and related 
technological discourses, considering relevant stakeholders, media representations, and 
public perceptions of the technology. 

Subsequently, Chapters 3 and 4 examine who these AI stakeholders are, their 
positionality within the broader AI discourse, and their shaping and endorsement of 
imaginaries, considering who is advancing which agenda and with what level of success. 
To facilitate this research, Chapter 3 presents a new AI stakeholder typology based on a 
longitudinal analysis of AI Twitter discourse (2012-2021) prior to the platform's transition 
to X. While previous research mainly focused on specific AI industry stakeholders or 
considered general concerns around AI, a more comprehensive look at the AI stakeholder 
environment within the broad public discourse is highly relevant to understand the 
complex negotiations around the future of AI. Additionally, in trying to code stakeholders, 
the power imbalances regarding technopolitical and socioeconomic factors became 
starkly clear. Therefore, Chapter 3 first suggests a new categorisation system for 
analysing the AI stakeholder environment through a two-dimensional typology along two 
axes: stakeholder types and their level of relevance. The chapter further adds empirical 
data to current research to exemplify the typology through a Twitter discourse analysis 
conducted across US and German stakeholders over a ten-year period. The results 
highlight that platform affordances can shape discourses, and sociocultural factors play 
a significant role, as both countries showcase varying cycles of institutionalisation and 
distinct patterns of stakeholder engagement in recent AI development, underscoring the 
need for further contextual investigation.  

Chapter 4 picks up on this need for an in-depth analysis of stakeholder discourses across 
and within large global players in the AI environment. Instead of focusing on stakeholder 
compositions, my co-authors and I centred the analysis on the negotiation of AI 
imaginaries across different stakeholders in industry, government, academia, media, and 
civil society in the US, Germany, and China, thereby expanding the comparative scope 
of the previous chapters. Based on semi-structured interviews, the chapter illuminates 
the sociocultural and technopolitical differences in stakeholder approaches to and 
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contextualisations of AI. The chapter simultaneously highlights how stakeholders’ 
discourses and strategic communication converge to shape widely shared public AI 
imaginaries, influencing both technical and societal development in each country and 
globally. Some of these overarching AI imaginaries are now dominating public discourse, 
often pushed by certain stakeholder groups – or figureheads of tech elites – regularly 
encouraging utopian and dystopian visions. While Chapters 3 and 4 emphasise the 
relevance of the larger AI environment and the necessity for big-picture analysis across 
sectors to account for high co-orientation and networking, for example, they also 
foreground the rising power imbalance and the significance of stakeholder groups, such 
as the technology sector – acting as innovator, founder, and philanthropist. 

Chapters 5 and 6, therefore, deepen the focus on the role of the tech sector, specifically 
platform corporations, in the larger AI environment and in shaping AI imaginaries and AI’s 
purpose. Platform corporations are in a unique position to both exist as stakeholders in 
the AI environment and provide a public forum for AI stakeholders to engage in discourse. 
Chapter 5 examines the politics and negotiations that shape platform and AI imaginaries 
within this complex techno-commercial and political context. It offers a conceptual 
intervention by proposing a processual view of imaginary development to more precisely 
understand how (AI) imaginaries are negotiated between multiple stakeholders and how 
they have become inextricably entangled. To illustrate and operationalise this 
framework, the article focuses on the current public debate surrounding platforms’ 
regulatory role in AI, combining content and historical critical discourse analysis. 
Considering the overarching role that platform corporations play now that they have 
become infrastructural global giants, I further this intervention in Chapter 6 by suggesting 
that platform corporations have become multifaceted stakeholders. This means they 
represent multiple stakeholder groups simultaneously and, therefore, require a reframing 
of how we view and research them. The operationalisation focuses on Meta as a case 
study. By employing a mixed-methods approach, I examine Meta as a stakeholder that 
interfaces with academia, industry, governance, and media stakeholders while 
simultaneously mediating the ongoing AI discourse through its platforms. Acknowledging 
that a platform company does not represent a homogeneous whole but can actively and 
passively—and most definitely ambiguously—represent multitudes depending on their 
respective counterparts is essential for analysing their role in imaginary building and 
shaping. Both analyses further exemplify that my project's focus and conceptual and 
methodological work are highly transferable to other relevant societal debates, such as 
digital labour and data protection, beyond questions of AI. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 


