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6.1 Introduction

6.1.1	 Definition	of	the	social	acceptance

Social acceptance of technology is a concept that indicates the degree to which ‘a new 
technology is accepted – or merely tolerated – by a community’.1 Acceptance, in turn, 
refers to the act of receiving something that is offered, of giving an affirmative reply to 
it, and accommodating to it with approval.2 In this sense, social acceptance differs from 
ethics and stakeholder involvement. To distinguish one from the other, ethics refers to a 
systematic reflection, a philosophical critique, and an evaluation of customs, habits and 
traditions in a given context.3 Therefore, while ethics is a normative concept, and as such 
requires mostly a desk-based research (although supplemented by stakeholder involve-
ment), social acceptance, in turn, is a mainly empirical concept, and as such needs to be 
assessed on the basis of verifiable information or experience.4

Yet, the two concepts – social acceptance and ethics – are interrelated and complemen-
tary. What is portrayed as acceptable influences how people actually accept a technology. 
If, for example, the media say biometrics are acceptable despite the infringements of pri-
vacy and other fundamental rights, this narrative can have an influence upon how users 
actually come to accept them. Vice versa, the way some people react to a technology may 
change what they consider to be ethically acceptable: the fact that some activists protest 
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against invasive surveillance methods, e.g. by covering their face in public spaces with a 
mask, can have an effect upon users that had not previously perceived a problem as having 
existed with such methods. On the one hand, a social acceptance assessment can help 
the assessors refine the list of arguments for the ethics assessment in Chapter 5. On the 
other, the recurring arguments included in the ethics assessment can act as an inspiration 
in the development of acceptance assessment techniques (e.g. formulating questions for 
questionnaires).

Social acceptance and stakeholder involvement are also distinct concepts. The basic 
idea of the two concepts is to allow for wider representation. In the context of impact 
assessment, this translates into allowing multiple stakeholders5 to participate in the assess-
ment process, opening up the process beyond the team of assessors. Also, the list of tech-
niques is, in principle, the same, and their choice depends on the timespan and resources 
available, and the goal of the assessment. The execution of the techniques and their scope, 
however, differs. Stakeholder involvement is a broader concept: the idea is to involve any 
stakeholder in order to allow them to have a say on (ideally) every specific phase of the 
process in a continuous, ongoing manner (e.g. types of risks, how to assess risks, result of 
the threshold analysis, recommendations, etc.). In the social acceptance assessment, the 
idea is to assess how a more limited group of pre-defined stakeholders accommodates or 
gives a positive reply to a given initiative at a specific point during the assessment process, 
i.e. Step 5 of the integrated impact assessment process (Appraisal of impacts).

Given these preliminary distinctions, the structure of the Chapter will be as follows: 
In the next sub-sections, some further introductory notions on social acceptance (its im-
portance for society, historical development and literature review) and about the social 
acceptance component of the benchmark will be outlined, including its importance in the 
assessment process and the actors involved in it. Section 6.2 will provide the assessors with 
the key concepts critical in conducting the social acceptance steps of the impact assess-
ment process according to the Template included in Annex 1. To do this, the perspectives, 
techniques and types of stakeholders, as well as common misconceptions about what so-
cial acceptance is about, are explored.

6.1.2	 The	importance	of	social	acceptance	for	society

The introduction of new technologies to society can give rise to widespread adoption, 
but also to episodes of discomfort, denial or even social resistance. Classic examples of 
the latter include the construction of nuclear plants or chemical factories that led to lo-
cal protests.6 In such cases, local communities might protest against top-down decisions 
that put their environment, health or local activities in danger. But similar episodes have 
happened with the introduction of surveillance and biometric technologies. For example, 
the EU-funded project iBorderCtrl (2016-2019), in which a ‘smart’ Automated Deception 
Detection System (ADDS) was being developed, was harshly criticised, by the press and 
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some civil society organisations for, among other aspects,7 its scientific developments and 
possible discriminatory outcomes.8 From this it can be seen that sometimes technologies 
as such are not accepted by the public, even before the products are put on the market (e.g. 
during the research phase). In other cases, users do not adopt, or even actively ‘resist’, new 
technologies until after they are introduced to the market, or they simply express their 
fears about potential misuse.9

An example is the use of Live Facial Recognition (LFR) by the police in public spaces in 
the UK. A survey by the Ada Lovelace Institute,10 which was intended to assess the ‘public 
attitudes’ to LFR, showed some positive acceptance of the public towards its use. 70% of the 
respondents supported the use of LFR by police in criminal investigation, and 50% suppor-
ted its use in airports in place of passport control.11 A similar survey of the London Policing 
Ethics Panel12 showed how 57% of the respondents thought the use of LFR by the police 
was acceptable and 75% that it would make it easier for the police to catch criminals.13

The same research, however, also evidenced some tensions regarding the public attitu-
de towards LFR in the UK. For instance, the report by the Ada Lovelace Institute shows 
how, of those interviewed, 36% ‘did not know anything about’ LFR and 48% ‘knew little 
about it’.14 On the use of LFR, 61% were uncomfortable with its use on public transport,15 
and the percentages of people wanting it to be deployed for purposes like tracking shop-
ping behaviour, monitoring children at school or people at work were extremely low (be-
low 10%).16 Similarly, the survey of the London Policing Ethics Panel showed how, overall, 
43% of the people surveyed did not think that police use of LFR was acceptable, and 50% 
responded that it would not make them feel safer.17 Moreover, 41% reported that they saw 
it as being invasive of people’s privacy18 and 81% responded that they believed the ways in 
which police collect personal data should be strictly controlled.19

Debates like the one on LFR have shown that taking into account a nuanced perspective 
of public perceptions of emerging technologies is relevant, even if the results on perfor-
mance, reliability and cost efficiency are encouraging. Like in the UK, introducing surveil-
lance technologies without a proper public consultation might raise public outrage and 
political criticism.20 Failing to take these considerations into account early on may give 
rise to negative impacts not only on policymakers and industries developing technologies 
(in regard to which strategies or products cannot be thoroughly implemented or delayed, 
or which image might suffer reputational damages), but also on the public, who may not 
be aware of how they work and their risks, may not trust the private sector, or may not 
unconditionally support their deployment.

6.1.3	 The	role	of	social	acceptance	in	the	benchmark

While there are already well-established forms of data protection impact assessment, pri-
vacy impact assessment and, to a lesser extent, ethics impact assessment,21 which together 
constitute the other components of the benchmark of the integrated impact assessment 
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method, there is no such a thing as ‘social acceptance impact assessment’. Incorporating 
social acceptance into an integrated assessment method for border control technologies 
has to date not been attempted.

The reasons for social acceptance being part of the integrated impact assessment me-
thod are complementary. First, the method broadens its scope beyond traditional me-
thods of assessing legal and ethical aspects of emerging technologies (traditionally more 
expert-based) and opens up the debate to ‘lay experts’22 of the technology, especially tra-
vellers themselves.

Second, the concept of social acceptance can be, and has often been, interpreted in too 
narrow and instrumental a way, often as a way to self-legitimate a pre-defined technolo-
gical program.23 Even when performed robustly, assessing only de facto acceptance of a 
given initiative (with a dedicated method) is insufficient. The mere fact that (some) travel-
lers accept border technologies is not enough to deem them ethically desirable or legally 
compliant. Therefore, social acceptance is only one part of the quadripartite benchmark in 
the integrated impact assessment process.

6.1.4	 Historical	development	of	social	acceptance

Social acceptance did not play an important role in the history of impact assessment,24 
but the concept of social acceptance developed in several disciplines, most notably psy-
chology, and has recently been studied extensively in relation to technologies. There are at 
least two main strands to consider:
A. Information Technology (IT) acceptance research: This strand has roots in psycho-

logy, sociology and Information Systems (IS) literature. The research carried out in 
this area stems from the idea that, while the presence of IT has increased dramatically 
in organisations since the 1980s, IT first needs to be accepted and used by employees 
to be beneficial for the same organisations. Explaining the mechanisms behind ac-
ceptance and usage of single technologies resulted in the creation of several theore-
tical models, which are nowadays used and refined in multiple domains like, among 
others, health IS, bioinformatics and social networking25 to predict the technological 
behaviour of certain users in a given context.26

B. Social acceptance of energy projects and other large-scale infrastructures: This strand 
stems from practical policy and risk management literature, and takes into account 
the acceptance of both policies and politically contentious technologies. Rather than 
focusing on organisations and their employees, the emphasis is on the impact of dis-
ruptive or risky technologies on local communities. In this sense, the concept has 
been widely used in a variety of fields since the 1980s (e.g. nuclear waste management 
or carbon capture and storage), but more recently it has become a crucial point of 
discussion in social sciences debates around renewable and wind energy.27
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6.1.5	 The	profile	needed	for	assessing	social	acceptance

Since social acceptance is not regulated by law, there are no formal bodies or institutions 
in charge of supervising or assessing social acceptance, which is predominantly an enter-
prise carried out by individual researchers or groups.

Even by restricting the analysis to the two strands outlined in Section 6.1.4, researchers 
on social acceptance will still be drawn from multiple domains. At the same time, there 
is no specific profession or role that manifests an expertise in social acceptance of border 
control technologies. This might create confusion when composing the team of assessors.

Differently from ethics, some ‘hard skills’ are needed to perform a social acceptance 
assessment, although the extent to which this is the case depends on the techniques that 
are selected, as some techniques may require greater levels of specialisation than others. 
Given the sources referred to in this Chapter, assessors with a background in psycho-
logy, social sciences and information studies would possess a robust set of quantitative 
and qualitative methodological skills for performing the assessment. Alternatively, or as a 
complement, having a background in the humanities is also useful, and more particularly 
in philosophy or law and technology (including criminology). These latter profiles, howe-
ver, may need some more time to become acquainted with certain traditional stakeholder 
involvement techniques.28

As for the case of ethics, the team of assessors may have no persons able to carry out 
this part of the assessment process, or it may lack the possibility to hire extra personnel 
to execute it. This could mean two main things. First, it could be a good opportunity to 
encourage some members of the institution in charge of the assessment to acquire new 
expertise through, for example, training. Alternatively, it is a chance to open up the assess-
ment process to stakeholder involvement, i.e. the team of assessors may organise events or 
sessions with external experts or members of the public who can provide relevant input or 
support in the social acceptance assessment.

6.1.6	 Literature	overview

Unlike personal data protection, privacy and ethics, social acceptance of technologies 
is neither a well-established (academic) field within a clear-cut academic discipline, nor 
does it have a tradition of dedicated methods and techniques in the context of impact as-
sessment. Yet, established scientific methods for the assessment of social perceptions are 
of direct relevance. To give a short overview, the two strands identified in Section 6.1.4 can 
be related to the context of border control:

Information Technology (IT) acceptance research: The most commonly used models 
that promote this approach are the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)29 and the Uni-
fied Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT).30 The latter is inspired by the 
former, and many other models have been proposed in between. TAM and UTAUT were 
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first developed to assess acceptance in IS, subsequently spreading to other field like health 
IS, bioinformatics and social networking.31 The main feature of TAM and UTAUT is that 
of predicting the intentions of a user in their use of a technology and explaining the subse-
quent usage behaviour. The basic methodological idea is that there are several constructs 
that determine usage and acceptance, such as perceived usefulness or ease of use, and that 
these can be studied empirically. Despite their success, such models have been simultane-
ously criticised for being both overly complicated and overly simplistic. They are deemed 
overly complicated because they take into account too many independent variables (or 
constructs) at once, without clearly defining the relationships between them, while they 
are deemed overly simplistic because they overlook the fact that group, social and cultural 
aspects also play a role in technology acceptance.32

Social acceptance of energy projects and other large-scale infrastructures: In the litera-
ture on social acceptance of technologies in the energy field, in particularly wind energy,33 
it has been pointed out how social acceptance can be studied from the angles of three 
intertwined perspectives that touch upon different groups of stakeholders:34

1. A socio-political perspective related to policy and institutional frameworks and wider 
public opinions. This is social acceptance at the most general level, like that described 
in the surveys on LFR in Section 6.1.2.

2. A community perspective related to residents and local authorities living in the sites 
of energy projects. This is about acceptance by local stakeholders related to the initia-
tive, such as residents and local authorities.

3. A market perspective related to the process of market adoption and innovation. This 
is not only about consumers (the more consumers accept, the more they are willing 
to switch to a new technology and buy), but also about investors and companies who 
develop technologies.

Drawing an analogy from the case of border control technologies, in the early 2000s, au-
thorities and policymakers found little reason to consult the public,35 as there was nothing 
to debate and no opt-out from this large-scale experiment in the use of biometrics to 
manage mobility risks.36 When the European Commission (EC), and especially the Di-
rectorate-General for Migration and Home Affairs (DG HOME),37 started focusing on 
the societal dimension of security technologies, the industry’s perspective played a major 
role: ‘the problems associated to the societal acceptance of security technologies results in 
a number of negative consequences. For industry it means the risk of investing in tech-
nologies which are then not accepted by the public, leading to wasted investment. For 
the demand side it means being forced to purchase a less controversial product which 
however does not entirely fulfil the security requirements’.38 More recently, the EU and DG 
Home have been promoting different initiatives to include various stakeholders, and not 
only practitioners and industry.39

When the focus on the market perspective prevails over the community perspective, 
the role of the wider public or specific communities could be reduced to that of being 
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informed or ‘convinced’ that these border solutions are the best possible alternatives 
available. This is the case when passengers, for instance, are merely considered from the 
perspective of customer satisfaction when asked about emerging security technologies.40

To show the assessors that social acceptance plays an important role from all the three 
perspectives listed above, the next Section zooms in on some key concepts that will facili-
tate assessors’ undertaking of the social acceptance assessment.

6.2 Social acceptance concepts and misconceptions

6.2.1	 What	social	acceptance	is	about

This Section presents a list of social acceptance concepts that the assessors need to consi-
der in the assessment process. The list is based on the current discussions in the academic 
domains identified in Section 6.1.

6.2.1.1 Engagement	vs	deficit	model
In technology discourses, when social acceptance is considered merely as an obstacle to 
overcome and as a necessary condition to support innovation, it is often assumed that op-
position to technologies is due to an ignorance about or lack of information as to the bene-
fits of the specific technology.41 In studies of public understanding of science, this is referred 
to as the ‘deficit model’.42 The deficit model assumes that an individual does not accept a 
type of (border control) technology because they lack an awareness of the advantages that 
such technology offers, like security, efficiency or convenience. The public therefore needs 
to be ‘educated’ by experts to become aware of the technologies in question and to be stee-
red to trust them. The idea is that only if the public is correctly informed, then it could un-
derstand the reasons behind the massive deployment of new border technologies. Relying 
on a deficit model could transform the acceptance assessment process into a mere self-legi-
timating exercise, in which acceptance is assumed beforehand, and not subjected to public 
scrutiny. Opposed to the deficit model, according to the ‘engagement model’, individuals 
are not only ‘instructed’ but involved in a dialogue with scientists and policy makers.43 The 
idea is to move the engagement ‘upstream’,44 take the lay knowledge of the citizens seriously, 
and possibly achieve a two-way dialogue between the latter and scientists.

The engagement model, however, has also its limits. Even when individuals are enga-
ged, it is unclear whether they passively react to a pre-established political and technolo-
gical agenda, or if instead they challenge the agenda itself.45 Engagement will always be 
somehow partial, as it is not possible to take all views into account from the start. Rather, 
engagement is a matter of trial and error. The goal is to conceive engagement as a way ‘to 
make visible the invisible, to expose to public scrutiny the values, visions and assumpti-
ons that are usually hidden’, which, in practice, involves asking questions like: ‘Why this 
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technology? Why not another? Who needs it? Who is controlling it? Who benefits from 
it? Can they be trusted? What will it mean for me and my family?’.46

The fact that a technology is feasible does not necessarily mean that it is accepted or 
acceptable. Thus, questioning the very desirability of the technology’s goals and values, as 
well as the interests it will serve, is essential. Asking about acceptance is not merely collec-
ting preferences about one or another feature or about perception of risks, but it is about 
recognising the normative and political choices by which the debate is framed.47

6.2.1.2 Three	types	of	perspectives
It was noted above (Section 6.1.6) how at least three perspectives from which to study 
social acceptance have been identified; i.e. socio-political, community and market.48 For 
a comprehensive assessment, the assessors must consider all three perspectives, and – at 
the very least – not focus exclusively on the market or socio-political perspective. In the 
context of border control, these three levels mean the following:
1. The socio-political acceptance is about the generic, aggregated acceptance of a border 

technology. It is about the attitude of the generic traveller who crosses a border cros-
sing point. The assessors have already been warned about the possible pitfalls of an 
over-reliance on this level of analysis: there is no ‘generic’ traveller per se, but different 
travellers with competing interests and values. However, an analysis at this level could 
be a starting point from which to provide some preliminary input for the assessment, 
allowing the assessors to focus on more specific issues or groups.

2. The community acceptance is the one that probably goes most unnoticed in border 
control technologies. Per se, community acceptance refers to the acceptance of local 
stakeholders. In the context of border control, this concept could be extended not only 
to the specific sites where a technology is being tested or deployed (e.g. a specific land, 
air or sea border of a specific country), but also to the specific (vulnerable) groups on 
which this technology is tested. Since vulnerable communities, such as non-citizens, 
might not have access to resources and human rights protections, it is more difficult 
for them to have a choice or a say in (not) accepting border control technologies. In 
turn, it is ‘easier’ for local authorities to exploit the situation and test technologies on 
them. Some authors have argued how the deployment of automated decision systems 
for migration and asylum purposes can be seen as a ‘human laboratory’ of high-risk 
experiments in automated decision-making.49 Similar patterns have taken place in the 
EU, for instance in refugee camps at the EU’s external borders, like in Greece or Italy,50 
or elsewhere, such as in Canada.51

3. The market acceptance is about the market adoption of a particular technology. It 
has more to do with how end-users (e.g. border police) are able to ‘switch’ from more 
traditional to more innovative technological solutions and accept this change as bene-
ficial for their operations. As for any EU-funded Horizon 2020 research projects, the 
market acceptance is related to the exploitation of projects’ results, and could include 
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the assessment of possible skills shortages (e.g. among border guards), inadequate 
finances (e.g. to buy the technologies or build the required infrastructure), traditional 
value chains that are less keen to innovate, incompatibility between parts of the tech-
nological system (e.g. for lack of standards), or mismatch between market needs and 
the solution.52

6.2.1.3 Stakeholders
Especially when the focus of social acceptance is on the socio-political and community 
perspectives, involving travellers is necessary to move to an upstream engagement model 
and avoid a deficit model of participation in which decisions are taken by experts and 
more powerful stakeholders (such as companies or governments). In fact, there are many 
different travellers to consider, each with local, regional and national conflicting interests 
and values.53 Among them, acceptance may vary greatly depending on the group consi-
dered, especially when it comes to border control technologies. An initial rule-of-thumb 
to guide the assessor would be to look at the traveller categories in the Schengen Borders 
Code,54 which can be divided in two macro-categories:55

– European Union (EU)/European Economic Area (EEA)/Helvetic Confederation 
(CH) citizens

– Non-EU/EEA/CH citizens, including the sub-categories:
• Refugees,
• Travellers on a Schengen Visa,
• Travellers with ETIAS travel authorisation,
• Family members of EU citizens, and
• Third country nationals enjoying the right of free movement under EU law.

At the community level, not only EU citizens but also non-EU and even non-citizens or 
refugees are considered when it comes to social acceptance, because the latter categories 
are particularly affected and are more vulnerable to the risks posed by border technolo-
gies. When it is not possible to engage with these categories, a valid alternative is to engage 
with their representatives or with civil society organisations that can give voice to their 
concerns (such as the NGOs that are part of the European Digital Rights (EDRi) network), 
or with institutions tasked with investigating issues relating to fundamental rights (such as 
the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA)).

There are also other stakeholders to consider at the community and socio-political level 
when it comes to acceptance, however, especially border guards and customs officers who 
need to operate the technologies. Asking border guards and customs officers about the ac-
ceptance of technologies (e.g. whether they fear automated technologies would take their 
job away or whether they think such technologies would reduce their overall workload) 
is important, but should not substitute or be confused with the acceptance assessment of 
travellers.
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On the market level, at the very least, industrial stakeholders, scientific experts and 
policy makers need to be taken into consideration. Industrial stakeholders could include 
technology or security service developers and providers. Scientific experts include people 
from academia and research institutes with a wide range of expertise, from hard sciences 
and applied sciences, such as engineering and computer science, to humanities, such as 
law, political science or philosophy. Finally, policy makers also include legislators and re-
presentatives from EU bodies and agencies related to border control, such as the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), the European Union Agency for the Operati-
onal Management of Large-Scale IT Systems in the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice 
(eu-LISA) or the EC’s DG HOME.

6.2.1.4 Techniques	and	disciplines	for	assessing	social	acceptance56

In Section  6.1.2, surveys and questionnaires were given as examples of techniques for 
assessing acceptance and public attitudes toward a particular border control technology 
(LFR), but these techniques do not fit the different groups and perspectives detailed above 
in the same ways. In parallel, the same techniques can fit different levels of analysis, e.g. a 
questionnaire to assess market acceptance or socio-political acceptance.

Surveys fit the socio-political level.57 For instance, polls and questionnaires are very 
generic and give a useful and wide, but possibly superficial, input. Interviews, online plat-
forms and study groups are also advisable, because they can provide more nuanced re-
sults, but can also take more time to undertake, require greater expertise to be correctly 
executed, and only allow the collection of a smaller sample (in the same amount of time, 
just a few people can be interviewed while hundreds are able to complete a questionnai-
re). When different groups of travellers are considered at the same time, they have the 
possibility to confront one another through methods like consultive groups, roundtables 
or workshops. To make the input of travellers more robust, participants could be asked 
to fill in questionnaires immediately after a facility tour or technology demonstration of 
the initiative under assessment (e.g. a video, a graphical representation, or simulation of 
a technology).58

For the community level, it is advisable to resort to interviews, focus groups, hotlines 
and consultive groups. These techniques allow the assessors to hear the personal stories of 
vulnerable people, and how each of them experiences their own individual challenges. This 
would involve the sharing of sensitive details, so it is advisable that formats where opinions 
can be given in an anonymised way, and without being revealed to a bigger group, be pro-
moted. A questionnaire or survey would give overly generic results at this level, although 
it can be valuable to ensure anonymity if enough space is given to elaborate on specific 
questions (e.g. a preference for open-ended questions over close-ended ones, where the 
respondent can elaborate on their answer instead of picking from pre-selected options).

On the market level, the assessors need to bring together stakeholders with different 
background and interests, and make them confront one another. Therefore, a plethora 
of other methods are advisable, including the Delphi process, workshops, roundtables, 
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scenario planning and/or advisory groups.59 Furthermore, surveys and focus groups for 
market research, or market validation questionnaires, provide a valid alternative if limited 
time and resources are available for the assessment process.

6.2.2	 What	social	acceptance	is	not	about

The concept of social acceptance is often accompanied by a number of key assumptions in 
the public debate that serve to limit its scope. Including social acceptance in an integrated 
assessment process allows the assessors to look critically at these assumptions, in order to 
help the assessors perform a robust social acceptance assessment. Some of these assump-
tions are listed below.60

‘The majority of people support the technology’: It is often emphasised in public sur-
veys how support for border technologies or trust for authorities is high. The assumption 
of strong support and trust is then taken as a starting point for the discussion on the 
large-scale implementation of these technologies. Regardless of the fact of whether this 
has an empirical basis or not, a critical appraisal of these polls and surveys is sometimes 
lacking. Aspects to consider are, for instance:
– Who commissioned the poll, since a poll’s goal and ultimate aim can be very different 

if it is commissioned by a company, a research consortium, a governmental organisa-
tion or an NGO. A company producing technologies might place more emphasis on 
the positive results of a survey for its economic advantage, while an NGO fighting for 
the respect of human rights might be more interested in stressing the negative results 
on vulnerable populations.

– How and by whom the questions are analysed, since depending on the message that 
one wants to convey with the results, certain relevant information might be underra-
ted (for example the fact that awareness of how the technology works is very low), or 
certain not-so-relevant information overly emphasised. Findings can be presented as 
‘objective facts’ that can be quantitatively measured, not worth discussing, although 
there are a variety of subjective factors at play that cannot simply be reduced to nume-
ric values.61 Since the methods employed and the design of the study are decided befo-
rehand, a bias to these can be introduced by the results that one wants to demonstrate.

– The point in time when the surveys were conducted, since the timeframe of the rese-
arch can influence the results of a survey. If people are asked about the acceptance of 
a nuclear plant immediately before and immediately after a nuclear incident, like that 
at Chernobyl, the results obtained from the pool would show a huge contrast.

– The selection of the samples, to make sure that participants are selected in a representative 
way. If travellers were asked about a new technology introduced at an airport, the results 
would vary significantly if the interviewees were mostly white, European middle-aged 
men, with few women, elderly, people of colour or with disabilities being asked their opi-
nions, to if the composition of the pool of those questioned were the other way round.
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‘Social acceptance should be achieved for a greater goal’: In political debates about tech-
nologies, there is often an assumption that social acceptance is an obstacle to overcome 
for the sake of another goal, be it innovation, industrial growth or public security. Accor-
dingly, media and policy discourses ‘impose’ how technologies should be accepted at any 
cost for such greater goals.

One example is the ‘biometrics imaginary’ that was first recently created in the US, and 
subsequently in the EU.62 Especially in the wake of 9/11, a great number of initiatives were 
undertaken to increase security in the US and worldwide. Among these, interoperability 
efforts were taken as crucial to connect different databases and therefore fight terrorism 
(e.g. by sharing watchlists). Interoperability has been used in the collective imaginary as 
a crucial component of security, while cultural and legal barriers to its implementation 
needed to be overcome. In the EU, enhancement of border control and interoperability 
has been portrayed as a means by which to promote European integration, against poten-
tial threats coming from external borders. Another example, outside the EU, is the case 
of the establishment of an Israeli national biometric database, as a result of the contro-
versial Israeli Biometric Project (IBP).63 The scope of the project was officially countering 
the forgery of ID cards and passports. Behind the official motivation, however, the idea 
was to create a national centralised biometric database to enhance surveillance. Despite 
the strong social resistance to the project, it was shown how a part of the Israeli press 
consistently constructed a legitimising discourse of threat to national security, portraying 
Israel as a vulnerable victim and ‘others’ (e.g. Iranians) as dangerous enemies.64 Motives to 
support the IBP included cultural motives central to Jewish-Israeli history. This allowed to 
create a convergence between two aspects of identity: a national, cultural Israeli identity 
and an administrative procedure of biometric identification.

‘Opponents are ignorant’: This argument assumes too hastily that any form of oppositi-
on equals ignorance or lack of expertise, and that the knowledge of experts is by definition 
more valuable than lay knowledge. It undermines legitimate forms of opposition that can 
stem from different reasonings than those of the purported advantages of the technology, 
for example a fear for the infringement of human rights (such as privacy) or other cultu-
re-specific motivations. In fact, an increased level of knowledge or education could lead 
to a lower level of acceptance for certain technologies. Getting to know how one’s data are 
managed, how they are made interoperable and searchable, and how they could be mi-
sused or misinterpreted, might increase the opposition to privacy-intrusive technologies 
among the broader public. If people are unaware or ignorant, by contrast, they might more 
passively accept such a technology and believe the advantages that are advertised to them. 
Some objectors to these technologies appear highly informed, for example certain NGOs 
in Europe, like the EDRi network, which includes, among others, Statewatch, an NGO 
that has published extensively on security and border control.65 Another famous case is 
that of the philosopher Giorgio Agamben, who, in 2004, having to travel to the US for a 



6 – Social acceptance and border control technologies

111

guest lecture on a visa, decided to cancel the journey because he refused to have his fin-
gerprint taken upon arrival.66 Although some people do not accept border technologies, 
their position does not necessarily result from ignorance, and needs to be taken seriously 
in both public debate and policy choices.

‘Opponents are threats’: Opposition to border technologies is also equated with threat, 
and, in turn, acceptance is an ‘antidote’ to such threats. Some groups of the public are 
excluded from engagement not because of their lack of knowledge, but because of the per-
ceived risks they can cause, for example, in relation to public security (terrorists, political 
protesters, or activists), public health or irregular migration. In the case of border control, 
the threats are represented by so-called ‘high-risk’ travellers, who also evoke fear amongst 
the population. High-risk travellers, the argument goes, do not accept these technologies 
since they aim to evade these stricter controls, while ‘low-risk’ passengers, the category 
within which the vast majority of travellers and EU citizens fall, will accept them for the 
sake of public security, health and convenience. This argument assumes that there is a 
clear-cut distinction between low-risk and high-risk, which is in turn equated with a col-
lective identity of ‘us’ (i.e. low-risk) vs. ‘them’ (i.e. high-risk).67 While we tend to accept 
the technologies, they do not. However, the ways in which a person may end up being 
categorized as low or high risk are determined by opaque criteria that might reflect discri-
minatory biases of the designers and border guards, such as racial biases.68 The problem is 
that not all those who are labelled ‘high-risk’ are serious threats or potential terrorists, and 
therefore their reasons for not accepting technologies are grounded in bases other than 
evading stricter controls and pursuing their criminal intents.

‘Acceptance is a matter of single technologies and individual users’: In many studies on 
social acceptance of technology in the fields of psychology and IS studies, an implicit as-
sumption exists that social acceptance is mostly (1) an issue of individual users, and (2) 
a matter of single technologies.69 These criticisms are also relevant to the case of border 
control technologies. Most individuals make judgements about technologies depending on 
perceived usefulness, motivations or expectations, but these are all conditional on social cir-
cumstances and cultural identities.70 For instance, in the case of the lie detector developed 
by the project iBorderCtrl, people from Western countries, who may be familiarised with 
lie detectors (e.g. from movies or books), could have, at first sight, few problems with them. 
However, the same might not apply to people whose way of communicating is different, for 
example when it is considered inappropriate to have eye contact with persons of the opposi-
te sex.71 Secondly, it is misleading to consider technological artefacts in isolation, regardless 
of the socio-technical systems in which they are introduced and, in particular, regardless 
of the political and power relations that are at play.72 Acceptance in border control is never 
mere acceptance of an artefact that can make travellers and border guards’ lives more (or 
less) easy, but acceptance of a political architecture, as well: these technologies have to be 
used to strengthen the external borders of the EU and to better control migration flows.
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