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Introduction

Welcome to the Proceedings of the first iteration of the Big Picture Workshop (The Big Picture: Crafting
a Research Narrative). The workshop is hosted at ACL 2026, in San Diego, USA, on July 4th, 2026.

The Big Picture Workshop provides a dedicated venue for exploring and distilling broader NLP research
narratives. All research exists within a larger context, and progress is made by standing on the shoul-
ders of giants: building on the foundations laid by earlier researchers. In light of rapid publication rates
and concise paper formats, it has become increasingly difficult, however, to recognize the larger story
to which a paper is connected. The Big Picture Workshop invites researchers to reflect on how their
individual contributions fit within the overall research landscape and what stories they are telling with
their bodies of research. The goals of the workshop are to enhance communication and understanding
between different lines of work, highlight how works connect and build on each other, generate insigh-
ts that are difficult to glean without combining and reconciling different research narratives, encourage
broader collaboration and awareness of prior work in the NLP community, and facilitate understanding
of trajectories and insights within the field of NLP.

We received 15 submissions, of which we accepted 12 for presentation at the workshop. Those 12
accepted papers are contained in this volume.

The workshop schedule features one standard invited talk, and three special invited presentations de-
signed to foster live engagement between different lines of related work. In these special presentations,
two to three invited presenters speak on their individual lines of work and the connections between them,
followed by a moderated discussion further exploring the overall narrative that emerges from these works
in aggregate. In addition to invited presentations, the workshop features an in-person poster session, and
spotlight talks.

We extend heartfelt thanks to our program committee, our participants, and all authors who submit-

ted papers for consideration—your engagement has been critical to the success of the workshop. Finally,
we thank the ACL 2026 organizers and workshop chairs for their hard work and support.

The Big Picture Workshop Organizers,

Yanai Elazar, Allyson Ettinger, Nora Kassner, Sebastian Ruder
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Keynote Talk
Where it Hurts: Finding Durable Questions While Moving
Fast

Noah A. Smith
University of Washington & Allen Institute for Artificial Intelligence
2026-04-07 09:30:00 — Room: TBD

Abstract: In a fast-moving field, it can be hard to tell which problems are urgent, which are merely
loud, and which are worth building a research life around. This talk considers how researchers can stay
responsive to rapid change without letting the field’s volatility set their agenda. I will discuss tools for
identifying which questions remain meaningful across shifts in methods, data, benchmarks, and institu-
tions. The goal is a practical vocabulary for finding direction when everything seems to be moving at
once.

Bio: Noah A. Smith is the inaugural Vice Provost for Artificial Intelligence and Charles and Lisa Simonyi
Endowed Chair for Artificial Intelligence and Emerging Technologies at the University of Washington,
where he is also a Professor in the Paul G. Allen School of Computer Science & Engineering. He is
Senior Director of NLP Research at the Allen Institute for Artificial Intelligence, directs the OLMo open
language modeling effort, and leads the NSF- and NVIDIA-supported project “Open Multimodal Al
Infrastructure to Accelerate Science.” His research spans language and music technologies, multimodal
Al and multifaceted evaluation of Al systems.



Keynote Talk
Does mechanistic interpretability need interventions?

Aaron Mueller

Boston University
2026-04-07 10:50:00 — Room: TBD

Abstract: Mechanistic interpretability often treats interventions as the gold standard of evidence, relying
on circuit ablations and representation steering to support claims about how models actually work. But
are interventions really sufficient, or even necessary, for making mechanistic claims? In this debate-style
talk, we trace the history that led the field to embrace interventions, and argue that the answer to both
questions is a contentious no.We start by showing that interventions alone are not sufficient to explain
model behavior by highlighting cases where causal methods can produce misleading or outright spurious
explanations. Then, we debate whether interventions are necessary at all, exploring how alternative no-
tions of causality and carefully designed behavioral evidence may also support strong mechanistic claims
without directly intervening on a model. We conclude by discussing future directions for mechanistic in-
terpretability, and how we can draw inspiration from other scientific disciplines to ask what should count
as a good explanation.

Bio: Aaron Mueller is an Assistant Professor of Computer Science and, by courtesy, of Data Science at
Boston University. His research centers on developing interpretability and evaluation methods inspired
by causal and linguistic principles, and applying these to precisely control and improve the generalization
of language technologies. He completed his Ph.D. at Johns Hopkins University.

vi



Keynote Talk
Does mechanistic interpretability need interventions?

Tiago Pimentel
ETH Zurich
2026-04-07 10:50:00 — Room: TBD

Abstract: Mechanistic interpretability often treats interventions as the gold standard of evidence, relying
on circuit ablations and representation steering to support claims about how models actually work. But
are interventions really sufficient, or even necessary, for making mechanistic claims? In this debate-style
talk, we trace the history that led the field to embrace interventions, and argue that the answer to both
questions is a contentious no.We start by showing that interventions alone are not sufficient to explain
model behavior by highlighting cases where causal methods can produce misleading or outright spurious
explanations. Then, we debate whether interventions are necessary at all, exploring how alternative no-
tions of causality and carefully designed behavioral evidence may also support strong mechanistic claims
without directly intervening on a model. We conclude by discussing future directions for mechanistic in-
terpretability, and how we can draw inspiration from other scientific disciplines to ask what should count
as a good explanation.

Bio: Tiago Pimentel is a Postdoctoral Researcher at ETH Ziirich, working in machine learning interpre-
tability and psycholinguistics. His long-term goal is to understand how humans and machines process
language. To this end, his research adopts an interdisciplinary approach, leveraging information theory
and causality to study the mechanisms behind model behaviour and human cognition.
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09:10 - 10:30 Paper Presentations

10:30 - 11:00

11:00 - 12:30
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Challenging the Myth: A Research Arc on LLMs as Human Simulacra
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Saturday, July 4, 2026 (continued)
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Control and Trust
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Verna Dankers
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