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PREFACE

In good Humboldtian fashion, our job as academics consists of both
doing research and teaching. As for the research in which we engage: this
tends to be dedicated not simply to developing new knowledge, but (also)
to solving complex and persistent societal challenges and supporting ‘just’
social transformation through multi-actor collaborations. This type of
research has come to be known as transdisciplinary research—or, as we
prefer to call it: transdisciplinarity for transformation. As for our teaching:
in many of the courses we have taught over the years, we saw that
our master’s and PhD students grappled with the intricacies of compre-
hending and engaging in such transdisciplinary work dedicated to social
transformation. This book emerged first and foremost in response to the
needs these students expressed. And indeed, an important aim of this
book is to offer focused support to early-career researchers, as they navi-
gate the complex winding road of becoming transdisciplinary scholars.
An additional benefit of putting this book together, of course, is that
it allows us to share with wider audiences what transdisciplinarity for
transformation can be.

We do not presume to know all there is to it, but we do think we
know many of the pertinent challenges, needs and conditions that anyone
exploring the territory will be confronted with at some point or another.
To include a wide variety of experiences, we teamed up with colleagues
from all around the globe, with whom we share the conviction that, as
much as anything else, transdisciplinarity for transformation also requires
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transforming not only how we do research, but ourselves too. We have
tried to make much of this explicit in this book, and we hope it will be of
help to all who are willing to go on this learning journey.

As for the journey so far, we would like to thank all our fellow trav-
ellers. To start with, of course, all the students and PhD candidates who
over the years have taught us so much about what it means to engage
in transdisciplinarity for transformation—what it demands of individuals
who come from so many different places geographically, disciplinarily,
professionally, culturally or personally, and everything it takes to navi-
gate between life-worlds and systems, disciplines and professions, distinct
roles they themselves feel less or more comfortable with and other roles
they might be expected to fulfil in some transdisciplinary constellation or
other, by some actor, for whatever reason. Without their teachings, we
would not have known where to start, nor where to go.

And then there are all the authors and co-authors who have
contributed to the many chapters this book draws together, many of
whom also actively participated in two online workshops we held to find
common threads, structures to think with, productive tensions and the
collaborative spirit we needed to successfully finish this journey. Within
this group there are some who deserve special mention, starting with Kris
and Callum. When we just started this project, they were like the tour
guides who made sure everyone was there at the right place and at the
right time, with all materials needed in place. Both conceptually and prac-
tically they played a pivotal role in getting things going and we cannot
thank them enough for this. Teun, Evelien and Anne, each in their own
unique way, all helped us think through, consider and reconsider what this
journey was all about in the first place, what it needed to be completed
successfully and what (intellectual) luggage to better leave behind. We are
certain that by sharing their critical and their inspiring insights they have
made editing this book a better and a more interesting experience and the
book itself a better and more interesting book. Whatever faults remain are
all ours, as the saying goes.

Our colleagues Justine, Lotte and Evelyne also deserve a special thanks,
for the many ways in which they have materially, mentally and practically
supported us over the years, not in the least by organizing and overseeing
events we think are crucial for building and nurturing the type of trans-
disciplinary community we aspire to be at the Athena Institute—and that
we hope this book will inspire to build elsewhere too.
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We would also like to honour the invaluable support of our co-
teachers in the master’s course “Advanced Methodology: Interactive
Learning and Action” and the PhD course “Inter- and Transdisci-
plinary Research” run in Amsterdam and Chennai, where the learning
questions around which the book is structured saw the day of light: Aish-
warya, Callum, Claudia, Deepika, Durwin, Elena, Emmy, Jessica, Joske,
Mirjam, Mrinalini, Nienke, Ramesh, Teun, Tjerk Jan, and Vandana.

We would furthermore like to thank all participants of the interactive
panel sessions “Adopted, aspired, ascribed, resisted: dealing with roles in
transdisciplinary processes” and “Transdisciplinary research design—the
need for reflective standards” at the 2021 International Transdisciplinarity
Conference, that formed the basis for Chapters 3, 14 and beyond.

Finally, we would like to thank Deborah, our text editor, for the preci-
sion, the helpfulness and the incredible pace with which she has supported
us and all the authors contributing to this volume when we had the end
of our journey in sight, but had not quite reached it yet. And of course,
Ashwini and colleagues at Palgrave Macmillan, who always had an answer
when we had a question and always reminded us to keep going and to
keep to the deadlines we had to meet to reach the end.

Amsterdam, The Netherlands Barbara J. Regeer
February 2024 Pim Klaassen
Jacqueline E. W. Broerse
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Amsterdam. She has a disciplinary background in Biomedical Sciences
and Science, technology and society studies (STS). Her research aims
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research on methodology development to stimulate and facilitate interac-
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Basel in the Department of Social Sciences Social Transitions Research
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Knowledge in an Era of Epistemic Instability” (2020) is out at Routledge.
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Unprecedented challenges in the spheres of health, global justice, envi-
ronmental degradation and climate change characterize our current era.
This situation constitutes a call to all of humanity to respond. Arguably
it comes with an even greater call to those in privileged positions—
including, for instance, academics. In other words, today’s complex
problems call for societal transformation, and this in turn calls for not
only new knowledge, but also new ways of producing knowledge and new
ways of dealing with different knowledges. Ways that transgress age-old
boundaries associated with epistemic and social hegemonic systems, like

B. J. Regeer (<) - J. E. W. Broerse
Athena Institute, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
e-mail: b.j.regeer@vu.nl

J. E. W. Broerse
e-mail: j.e.w.broerse@vu.nl

P. Klaassen
Stichting Stadslab, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
e-mail: pim@hetstadslab.nl

© The Author(s) 2024 1
B. J. Regeer et al. (eds.), Transdisciplinarity for Transformation,
https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-031-60974-9_1


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-60974-9_1&domain=pdf
mailto:b.j.regeer@vu.nl
mailto:j.e.w.broerse@vu.nl
mailto:pim@hetstadslab.nl
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-60974-9_1

2 B.J. REGEER ET AL.

the boundaries between what is human and what is not, and between what
counts as scientific and what does not. We are convinced that working
towards the practical, material and just resolution of urgent, complex real-
world problems requires co-creating better knowledges and better stories
(Altinay & Pet6, 2022), and that this should be done together with those
affected by or interested in these problems—irrespective of whether they
are researchers rooted in any one discipline or interdiscipline, or whether
they belong to any other type of stakeholder group, featuring whatever
form of relevant (experiential) expertise. We thus need transdisciplinarity
Sfor transformation.

This book serves as a guiding beacon for early-career academics navi-
gating the complexities of transdisciplinarity for transformation, offering
diverse examples of what transdisciplinarity for transformation can be.
Irrespective of whether you are interested in, for instance, environmental
sustainability, health system transformation or queer or child rights, this
volume will illuminate the power and challenges of transdisciplinarity in
catalysing meaningful change and shaping a more resilient and equitable
future in a still inhabitable world.

In this first chapter, we will first sketch in further detail what we
take transdisciplinarity for transformation to mean, along the way also
touching upon what is worthwhile and what is difficult about it. Subse-
quently, we turn to the centrality of purpose in transdisciplinarity. After
that, we will provide a rough guide to the book’s overall structure, and
share a number of learning questions that we have collected over the
years and that we have found to be pertinent to whoever tries to prac-
tice transdisciplinarity for transformation. We conclude the chapter with
learning questions because in our view this aptly expresses the spirit which
we aspire to convey with this book—one of celebrating openness to the
new and unexpected, of daring to acknowledge our ineptitudes and blind
spots, enthusiasm for experimentation and sharing, while recognizing that
there are many, and that there is much that we can already learn from and
build on.

1.1 TRANSDISCIPLINARITY:
A RESPONSE TO PERSISTENT PROBLEMS

To understand what transdisciplinarity for transformation means and why
it would be worthwhile, let us start with a question: ‘But what is the
problem you are vesponding to?. In our capacity as academic researchers
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and teachers, we consistently pose this question to our graduate (master’s
and PhD) students, our academic peers and ourselves. It serves as a
reminder that our research should be firmly rooted in tangible real-
world problems. Problems that extend beyond the scope of academic
research and reflection, and demand action—problems urging (societal)
transformation.

Of course, ‘problem’ is too generic a concept, given that much of our
research and the chapters in this edited volume tend to revolve around
problems of a specific type: urgent, complex and persistent. Such prob-
lems might involve anything from child abuse (Ramaswamy et al., 2024,
Chapter 10, this volume) to the environmental risk of wildfires (Brouwers
et al., 2024, Chapter 9, this volume) and from the exclusive nature of
conventional deliberations on mitigating climate change (Bruhn et al.,
2024, Chapter 7, this volume) to the socio-political exclusion of refugees,
queers and those at the intersection of these groups (Holle et al., 2024,
Chapter 11, this volume). Problems, moreover, that are almost universally
rooted in structural injustices associated with some form of infringement
of safe and just (Earth) systems (Rockstrom et al., 2023), and that—
paradoxically—tend to be reproduced partly through attempts to resolve
(aspects of) them (Schuitmaker, 2012). Problems, lastly, not seldomly
associated with enactments of racism, classism, capitalism, sexism, extrac-
tivism, colonialism, ableism and comparable notions, which denote some
form of (explicit or implicit) belief in superiority and inferiority. With
transdisciplinarity for transformation, we intend to express that our orien-
tation towards these kinds of problems is coupled with the conviction that
these take different forms—that what they look like, what they feel like,
how they aftect different actors, or actants, depends on who one is, where
one is, how one identifies, and how this intersects or interacts with which
values and needs and which knowledge one brings—among other things.

This book continues a line of work going back at least to 2009, when
we defined transdisciplinary research as ‘an umbrella term for all kinds
of efforts towards reflexive co-evolution of science, technology and soci-
ety’ (Regeer & Bunders, 2009, p. 42). Echoing the spirit of the Zurich
conference in 2000, where 800 people came together from a broad
range of academic strands and social practices, we wanted to acknowl-
edge the diversity of efforts that could be recognized under the ‘umbrella’
of transdisciplinary research, ranging from those initiated in academia,
such as constructive or interactive technology assessment (Grin et al.,
1997; Rip et al., 1995), Interactive Learning and Action (Bunders, 1994),
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and patient participation (Abma & Broerse, 2010) to efforts initiated by
emerging ‘intermediaries’, with no primary academic embedding, that
likewise attempt to construct interactive interfaces between science and
society to address major societal challenges. These efforts, in different
ways, build on decades of work across academic strands that culminated
in wide calls to revise the contract between science and society by devel-
oping new interfaces that encompass ‘attempts at reflexive co-evolution’
(e.g. Rip, 2005). We feel it is important to highlight a few of these earlier
calls as a means to open up the black box of ‘transdisciplinary research as
a given’, as today, it is sometimes considered a monolithic concept that is
self-explanatory and beyond critical consideration.

1.1.1  Science—Society Relations

One way of understanding what transdisciplinarity does or is, is in terms of
its conception of relations between science and society. Arguably, it brings
science into society and society into science. As such, it can be seen as one
in a series of calls for changing the contract between science and society.
Other such appeals also tend to be firmly rooted in the idea that today’s
problems are highly persistent and require other modes of problem-
solving than those ‘normally’ employed by policymakers and researchers
alike. Many have followed the line of thinking of policy scientists Rittel
and Webber (1973) in their seminal work on ‘wicked problems’, or
have defined highly persistent societal problems as ‘intractable’ (Rein
& Schon, 1996), ‘unstructured’ (Hoppe & Hischemoller, 1998) or as
‘grand challenges’ (Ulnicane, 2016), to refer to contemporary complex
and persistent issues that defy any straightforward planning response,
based on the so-called best available knowledge. These types of issues
require different responses, which will be as unstructured as the prob-
lems themselves and that will also reshape relationships between citizens
and government, between policy scientists and policy practitioners, and
between science and society more broadly. These responses recognize
that scientists do not have the monopoly on knowledge and knowledge
production, and that, on the contrary, the knowledges of policymakers,
practitioners and citizens should be included in attempts to resolve the
major problems facing contemporary societies.

This resonates with another set of calls, this time emphasizing that
our knowledge systems need rethinking. Some who argue for this do so
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because of the way our knowledge systems reproduce epistemic injus-
tices (Herzog & Lepenies, 2022), others because they are based on a
misconstrued self-understanding, according to which science and society
are perceived to be far more distinct and neatly separated than in fact
they are (Latour, 2012). Originating in different scholarly fields, others
emphasize that local knowledge (Fischer, 2000), practice-based knowl-
edge (Dampier, 2009), professional knowledge (Schén & Rein, 1994),
citizen knowledge (Ostrom et al., 1978), patient knowledge (Epstein,
1996), or farmers’ knowledge (Bunders, 1994) have been excluded for
too long, and that these exclusionary practices deeply pervade our current
knowledge systems.

From within a wide array of academic fields or traditions, with roots
in social and political sciences or the humanities, ideas such as these have
been developed into full-fledged research programmes and methodolog-
ical approaches. Think, for instance, of diverse research fields as Science
and Technology Studies (STS), feminist science studies and care ethics,
or decolonial and post-colonial studies. Although they all have their
own distinctive emphases and research focus, we are more interested in
the comparable sensitivities they share than in the obvious differences
between them. Thus, where much of STS has been devoted to estab-
lishing the intricate interwovenness of ways of scientific knowing and
social structures (Latour, 1987; Latour & Woolgar, 1979; Shapin &
Schaffer, 1985), including the analysis of relations of power, knowl-
edge and politics (Foucault, 2020; Mirowski, 2002), feminist science
scholars have looked particularly at the ways in which gender biases play
out in science and how the situatedness of knowledge practices matters,
contributing substantially to reconceptualizing relations between identity
and gender in the context of biology and technology and valuing how
care offers a multi-faceted lens on relationships (Oyéwumi, 1997; Puig
de la Bellacasa, 2017; Van der Velden & and Sjafjell, 2022). Scholars
of decolonialism and post-colonial STS have analysed colonial legacies in
scientific discourse and practice and argue for ways of getting beyond
this, for instance through acknowledging science’s practices of exclusion
and valuing centuries-old knowledges from Indigenous and traditional
practices (Harding, 2011; Pollock & Subramaniam, 2016). From within
all these fields, then, arguments are emerging in favour of challenging
hegemonic norms and crossing epistemic and social boundaries in order
to foster co-creation between actors from different intellectual, practical,
professional and societal spheres.
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1.2 TRANSDISCIPLINARY: WHAT Is IT (NoOT):

One of the most common themes to emerge in discussions with anyone
newly introduced to the topic of transdisciplinary research concerns its
demarcation: What is it, and what is it not? How, for instance, does
transdisciplinary research relate to approaches and schools of thinking
and doing, like participatory action research, engaged scholarship or
appreciative inquiry? Or, to research approaches such as sustainability
science, mode-2 science or post-normal science? There is a growing
group of people who consider themselves as part of the transdisciplinary
community—they label their work as transdisciplinary in academic papers,
they organize or attend conferences under the banners of transdisci-
plinarity, and they use the concept in their daily practice.! Thus, it is
through these associations and uses that the concept of ‘transdisciplinar-
ity’ acquires meaning, not through its definition. At the same time,
there is a group of people (within and outside academia)—notably a
much larger group—that engages in co-creative practices around complex
societal issues, with roots that long predate the current upsurge of trans-
disciplinary academic literature, and also far beyond the hegemony of the
Western academic community, but that do not self-identify as ‘transdis-
ciplinary’ researchers or practitioners. And yet again, it is the practices,
rather than the naming of them, that are of relevance here, particularly
because they seem to share a philosophy of embracing epistemolog-
ical plurality, valuing the importance of contextualisation, facilitating
multi-stakeholder collaboration across boundaries (whether they are disci-
plinary, sectoral, or multi-level), and experimental governance within an
overarching orientation towards a more sustainable, just and equitable
society—notwithstanding the pluriform normativity that is inherently part
of each transdisciplinary endeavour.

With this book, we aim to resist the natural inclination to try to
reach conceptual closure on what falls inside or outside the confines of
‘transdisciplinary research’, and instead stay close to the spirit of cutting
across (academic) divides, celebrating diverse knowledges, understand-
ings and normative plurality that is at the heart of transdisciplinary ways
of working. That is also why, featured in the three parts of this book,

1 See, for example, Vermeulen and Wites (2020) for a graph showing the rapid
increase of academic publications containing the terms ‘transdisciplinary research’ or
‘transdisciplinar*” after 2000 (p. 9, Figure 1.1).
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you will find a diverse range of understandings and practices of trans-
disciplinarity. More important to us than underscoring the knowledge
production that takes place in transdisciplinary practices, is the connec-
tion between knowledge and action in transdisciplinarity. Moreover, in
this book terms like transdisciplinarity, transdisciplinary veseavch or trans-
disciplinary approaches are used fairly colloquially and are treated as
interchangeable. Indeed, we prefer to mobilize this conceptual leniency
to underscore that not all transdisciplinary work is motivated principally
by research, and has been done satisfactorily only when predetermined
research aims have been achieved. Researchers neither have to be at the
start of transdisciplinary projects nor at the core of (often transient) trans-
disciplinary collectives, as transdisciplinary work can, at least theoretically,
also be undertaken from within different realms, such as policy, societal
or entrepreneurial circles (Cummings et al., 2013).

In this section, we will reflect on different shades of transdisciplinarity
in the segment of scholarly literature that employs the ‘transdisciplinary’
terminology before considering some of the larger volume of relevant
scholarly literature that does not.

1.2.1  Diffevent Shades of Transdisciplinarity

As Somsen and van Lunteren’s chapter in this volume eloquently elab-
orates, in scholarly literature on transdisciplinary research, an ‘Other’ is
routinely staged to articulate transdisciplinarity’s self-identification. This
Other tends to be the amalgam of approaches embraced by researchers
and practitioners who feel at home in fields of mono-, multi- or
interdisciplinary knowledge production. In recent years, rather than a
juxtaposition, we see monodisciplinary forms of research (in all their
plurality) as part of a transdisciplinary continuum. For instance, Jahn
and colleagues (2022) on the basis of 59 sustainability-oriented projects
identify five (transdisciplinary) research modes: (1) purely academic
research; (2) practice consultation; (3) selective practitioner involvement;
(4) ideal-typical transdisciplinary research; and (5) practice-oriented
research, where the first mode (purely academic research) covers projects
with strictly academic research (i.e. the research question was oriented
towards academic problems), while aiming to realize substantial soci-
etal impact (i.e. the production of societally applicable knowledge or
results is described as a goal of the project), with no non-academic
actors involved in research design and execution. Similarly, Chambers
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and colleagues (2021), on the basis of an analysis of 32 co-production
initiatives to address complex sustainability challenges, identify six modes
of co-production: (1) researching solutions; (2) empowering voices; (3)
brokering power; (4) reframing power; (5) navigating differences; and
(6) reframing agency, in which the first mode (researching solutions) is
focused primarily on generating evidence, or producing practical scien-
tific knowledge, with the goal of informing and influencing policies and
interventions, with relatively low inclusion of societal actors. Thus, recent
classifications have embraced rather than juxtaposed non-participatory,
non-co-creative, forms of research.

Rather than as one among multiple modes of transdisciplinarity or co-
production, we can also envisage non-participatory, or non-co-creative
forms of, knowledge production as an essential part of any transdisci-
plinary endeavour. There will be many instances where specific questions
arise in transdisciplinary collaborations that demand further knowl-
edge generation and that do not necessarily require participation or
co-creation. We can thus envisage a nested structure in which transdis-
ciplinarity encloses non-participatory, mono-, multi- or interdisciplinary
research (see Fig. 1.1a). Surrounding non-participatory modes of research
by transdisciplinarity can be interpreted in multiple ways. First, trans-
disciplinary collaboration for research agenda-setting or research design
may result in a research agenda or research design including a mixed
palette of sub-projects of which some could be primarily focused on
non-participatory knowledge generation (e.g. in large research consortia
in response to funding calls that demand that research explicitly works
on societal impact through multi-stakeholder engagement, such as EU
Horizon Europe, see Fig. 1.1b). In these large projects, often multiple
iterations and integrative processes are included (outer circle), and still
distinct mono-, multi- or interdisciplinary sub-projects can be identi-
fied (inner circle). Jahn and colleagues (2022) describe projects that
come close to ideal-typical transdisciplinary research (Lang et al., 2012)
as projects in which active interaction with practitioners takes place,
primarily in early project stages by (co-)defining the research problem,
and in the later stages of the assessment, dissemination and implementa-
tion of research results. One can only assume that between the early and
later stages, some ‘conventional’ research activities also take place.

Second, we want to highlight that, especially in the case of smaller,
master’s or PhD research projects, transdisciplinarity might take a
different shape. Transdisciplinary research, which is generally motivated
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Transdisciplinarity for Transdisciplinarity for Transdisciplinarity for
Transformation Transformation Transformation
Non-participatory, non-co- Non-participatory, non-co-
Non-parycipatory, ion-co- creative forms of research creative forms of research
creative forms of research
N k

(a) (b) (c)

Fig. 1.1 a Generic nested relationship between transdisciplinarity and non-
transdisciplinary (non-participatory, non-co-creative) forms of research. b Non-
transdisciplinary sub-projects are nested in a larger transdisciplinary programme,
with multiple sub-projects. ¢ Non-transdisciplinary methods are nested in a single
study, transdisciplinary project

by its capacity to handle complex, real-world issues, by integrating
various knowledge types, stimulating reflexive learning processes and
producing durable solutions to urgent societal problems, can also be more
demanding in terms of resources and time, and require skills and knowl-
edge that are not always amply available to PhD students (Rogga &
Zscheischler, 2021). Van Breda and colleagues (2016, p. 152), based
on the experience of three PhD students in South Africa, concluded
that ‘individual transdisciplinary research effort cannot necessarily tackle
the aforementioned societal challenges in the same way as large trans-
disciplinary research teams’. Within smaller, sometimes even individual,
transdisciplinary projects (see Fig. 1.1c), one can and will most likely
employ conventional research methods (e.g. in-depth interviews, focus
group discussions (FGDs), questionnaires). Being embedded in a context
with a transdisciplinary intent, these regular research methods can be
applied with more sensitivity to questions of power (e.g. sensitivity to the
perpetuation of extractivism; considering ‘what’s in it for them?’; shifting
relations from researcher-respondent to partners), as well as sensitivity to
questions of agency (e.g. by employing techniques that evoke mutual
sensemaking; by asking not only about problem perceptions, but also
about strategies for responding to these problems, thus making use of
the participants’ innovative capacities and tapping into a sense of hope,
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in the midst of despair that might also be there?). These differences can
be subtle; they may relate to which location to choose for an interview,
whether to sit across from each other or next to each other (or not sit
at all, but walk or do something together while talking), whether the
researcher takes notes in private, or notes are taken collaboratively, such as
through drawing, large-size note taking (e.g. on flipchart). It is through
such seemingly negligible choices that a researcher makes that substan-
tial differences can be realized in the degree to which one manages to
stimulate reflection on action and tap into people’s empathy and genuine
engagement. Through this, in turn, such design choices can make a big
difference in whether change is realized at the individual and collective
levels—varying from something small like a mother deciding to buy an
air-fryer as result of a well-facilitated FGD on healthier snacks (e.g. Igbal
et al., 2023) to multiple stakeholders coming together in their problem
definition of a sustainability issue of some sort (see, ¢.g., Brouwers et al.,
this volume).

Figure 1.1 means to convey that transdisciplinarity does not preclude
other types of non-transdisciplinary knowledge production—on the
contrary. Mono-, multi-, or interdisciplinary forms of research, with which
transdisciplinary research is often contrasted (see Chapter 2, this volume,
for a problematization of this narrative), explicitly can play an important
part in transdisciplinary research, as also indicated by the fact that one
of the roles that is often distinguished in the context of transdisciplinary
research is that of ‘traditional researcher’ (Bulten et al., 2021), or ‘pure
scientist’ (Vinke-de Kruijf et al., 2022 term borrowed from Pielke, 2007,
also see Gunn et al., Chapter 15, this volume, for a nuanced narrative
on roles, including the ‘scientific role’). In Fig. 1.1, besides the non-
participatory research activities that have been labelled ‘purely academic
research’ by Jahn and colleagues (2022) and ‘researching solutions’ by
Chambers and colleagues (2021), we have also included ‘intra-academic
transdisciplinarity’, which Vermeulen and Witjes (2020) have used to refer
to strands of transdisciplinarity that pursue a unifying theory, or forms

2 See Zachariah and colleagues (2023) for a practice of listening for rather than listening
to perspectives or views. Listening for entails listening for concerns and hopes, leading
to feelings of being validated and being heard, and listening for strengths and capaci-
ties, leading to recognizing the capacities to care, form a community, change, hope and
embody leadership.
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of complex modelling that enable better understanding to inform fore-
casting and scenario building. Stakeholder involvement is limited, and
like the other mentioned examples in the inner circle, intra-academic
transdisciplinarity builds on the idea that a lack of knowledge is the
principal barrier to change (Chambers et al., 2021). Many variants and in-
betweens, besides 1.1b and 1.1c, can naturally be imagined. The specifics
of Fig. 1.1c (i.e. the slight overlap of inner circle activities with the outer
circle) can of course also be applied to Fig. 1.1b, so that sub-projects are
designed and conducted with more attention and sensitivity to context,
direction, power and agency. The specifics of Fig. 1.1b can also be applied
in a smaller, even individual, project, for instance by involving relevant
stakeholders in the design phase of the study and by co-creating recom-
mendations, with stakeholders, based on preliminary research findings.
In all cases, the ‘purely academic research’ that is situated in the inner
circle will take on a different form than it would have done had the
outer circle not been there; the inner circle activities are performed with
a transdisciplinary ‘intent’.

Box 1.1: Burn survivor participation in research agenda-setting
for burn research (based on Broerse, 2013; Broerse et al., 2010)

In 2006, burn survivors, researchers, and healthcare providers collectively
formulated a research agenda for the Dutch Burns Foundation, following
the transdisciplinary ‘Dialogue Model’ for research agenda-setting.

Phase 1: Explovation

Exploratory interviews (# = 10) were held with burns survivors, care and
research coordinators and meetings were held with relevant organizations
in the field of burn research, including patient organizations. Literature
research and a desk study were undertaken.

Phase 2: In-depth study
In this phase, burn survivors and professionals were consulted sepa-
rately and group-specific lists of research priorities were established. Burn
survivors were consulted through FGDs (» = 37) and two additional
interviews to add children’s perspectives through proxy respondents.
Professionals (prevention, health care, research) were consulted through
three thematic FGDs (# = 21).

A notable outcome was that during interviews (phase 1) and FGDs with
burn survivors, the issue of itching frequently arose. People are driven
mad by it: ‘as if millions of tiny ants are crawling under your skin’. In
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discussions with researchers and healthcare providers, however, itching was
not mentioned. Nor was any research being conducted on this topic in the
Netherlands. Healthcare providers saw it as collateral damage and patients
rarely brought up itching with their doctor: ‘It’s something for home’, and
there’s nothing that can be done about it anyway’. Patients thus identified
a ‘blind spot’ in burn research.

Phase 3: Priovitization

The insights from phase 2 were translated into 60 topics for research and
clustered in 10 research themes, which was, after pilot testing, sent out as
a questionnaire to burn survivors (z = 224). The questionnaire revealed
that there was broad consensus on the topic of itching. Professionals were
asked to prioritize research themes and topics through various written and
oral rounds (#» = 12).

Phase 4. Integration

In a dialogue meeting, 14 burn survivors and 15 professionals met to
further discuss and prioritize the research topics through dialogue and
voting. During this multi-actor dialogue session, various researchers and
healthcare providers were persuaded by patients that itching deserves much
more attention. Scar itching emerged as the second priority on the joint
research agenda.

Box 1.1 presents an example that illustrates how conventional social
science methods can become embedded in a transdisciplinary framework.
There is nothing transdisciplinary about conducting interviews, holding
FGDs, or sending out a questionnaire. This could even be considered a
form of data extractivism; burn survivors share their experiences and views
on a very painful aspect, and period of their lives, researchers conduct
their analysis, through their own lenses, which may only to some extent
reflect the original narratives, and then publish about it. What is different
here is that, while often patient participation in agenda-setting concerns
only consulting patients about their problems and needs through a ques-
tionnaire, interview or focus group, or including patients as members in a
research programming committee, here a multi-actor approach was used
throughout the project, from research design to interpretation of find-
ings. It thus combines consultation, using regular research methods (inner
circle), with collaboration (outer circle), which is considered a fruitful
way of approaching patient participation (Abma & Broerse, 2010). It
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does not leave integration of knowledge inputs from patients up to certi-
fied experts, nor does it completely transfer power to patients. As Abma
and Broerse have argued, it is difficult to see how the perspectives of
patients will be accepted and used by researchers if control is simply
shifted from researchers to patients. Separate trajectories of consultation
were conducted, because power asymmetries usually prevent meaningful
interaction right from the start (Broerse et al., 2010). The consulta-
tion with burn survivors was designed and implemented in collaboration
with the Association of Burn Survivors. Efforts were made to empower
patients by supporting them in articulating previously unvoiced experi-
ences and views and by supporting them in a preparatory meeting prior to
the dialogue meeting with professionals. Similarly, in the various research
encounters, professionals were sensitized to the relevance and importance
of experiential knowledge. The transdisciplinary project thus combined
‘engaging powerful actors to reduce their own and peers power over
marginalized actors (influencing powerful actors)’ with ‘engaging actors
to iteratively shift power relations with powerful actors (empowering
marginalized actors)’ (Chambers et al., 2021, p. 986). The conversations
that took place during the dialogue meeting between patients, researchers
and healthcare providers shifted priorities (mutual learning® took place)
and scar itching emerged as the second priority on the joint research
agenda.

Thus, what makes us consider this project ‘transdisciplinary’ is not so
much the research methods that were employed, but the collaboration
and mutual learning that was fostered through a carefully prepared and
facilitated multi-actor session. A second relevant ‘transdisciplinary’ aspect
of this case only transpired afterwards. While this case can be seen as a
project, with a clear beginning and an end, transdisciplinarity for trans-
formation is not a project; it has no clear beginning and end. In this
particular case what happened is that scar itching was included in the
research programme of the Burns Foundation and a ‘call for propos-
als” was issued in 2007. However, the foundation received no proposals

3 The Dialogue Model that was employed in this case (Abma & Broerse, 2010)
mentions mutual learning as an essential characteristic. It is defined as: ‘a genuine
dialogue implies that participants learn in the process and may change their opinion
through listening to each other and learning about each other’s experiences. Mutual
learning is fostered through face-to-face meetings. In such meetings participants ask ques-
tions, probe, argue and deliberate about their experiences and opinions’ (Broerse et al.,
2010, p. 219).
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on the topic—while researchers had been willing to learn, the identified
‘blind spot’ proved difficult to fill in. Several years later, in 2012, the
Biotechnology and Genetics Forum took the initiative of organizing an
expert meeting on research into ‘scar itching’ together with the Asso-
ciation for Burn Survivors and a pharmaceutical company. The central
question was: What needs to be done to develop a remedy for scar
itching? involved a so-called 4P partnership—public sector, private sector,
patients and practitioners. Since the ‘call for proposals’ in 2007, scarcity of
resources was certainly no longer the limiting factor—the changes needed
to develop an effective innovation in the field of such a ‘blind spot’
require not only financial resources but also a shared vision, commitment
and concerted action from a larger number of stakeholders. The meeting
was an important step towards establishing a partnership to develop an
effective remedy for itching in burn injuries.

Thus, rather than as a project, transdisciplinarity for transformation can
be seen as a movement or development in which all kinds of projects, in
an unplanned manner, may play a part. From the perspective of a specific
project, one could say ‘don’t start from scratch—there is always a “before
the beginning” and an “after the end”” (Regeer et al., 2011, p. 29). Ideas
for transdisciplinary projects usually result from vague notions, previous
experiments, and especially from actively building on the ideas of others
and recognizing and acknowledging the complementary opportunities a
multi-stakeholder environment offers. Ideas that may develop out of one
project may settle in the heads of individuals who take them into new
networks and practices, waiting for an opportunity to continue on the
path of transformation (Regeer et al., 2011).

1.2.2  Transdisciplinavity, by Any Other Name

Many fields of research and practice can be discerned that do not self-
identify as transdisciplinary but that share in the generic inclusive and
transformative intent described above. There are, of course, too many to
include here and we will leave many untouched, including Ground Up
Inquiry (Verran et al., 2022), appreciative inquiry (Whitney & Cooper-
rider, 1998), Theory U (Scharmer, 2009), reflective structured dialogue
(DeTemple & Sarrouf, 2017), knowledge management for development
(KM4Dev, Boyes et al., 2023), reflexive interactive design (Elzen &
Bos, 2019), pragmatic complexity (Ansell & Geyer, 2017), respon-
sive (evaluation) methodologies (Guba & Lincoln, 1989), Integration



1  WHAT IS THAT THING CALLED ‘TRANSDISCIPLINARITY ... 15

and Implementation Sciences (12S) (Bammer, 2013) and futures studies
(Sardar, 2010). As students often ask about the differences between trans-
disciplinary research and, depending on their educational training, either
participatory action research or engaged scholarship, we will discuss these
traditions here, but only briefly. However much space we might dedicate
in this chapter, it would still not do justice to their rich and important
legacies. We will also very briefly touch upon other pleas for different
modes of knowledge production.

Participatory Action Research (PAR) has multiple roots—like transdis-
ciplinary research, it is better described as a family of approaches than as
one tangible and clearly demarcated approach. We do want to recognize
two of its roots, however, including one strand that is from Latin America
and builds on the works of the Brazilian educator and philosopher Paolo
Freire and the Colombian critical sociologist Orlando Fals Borda; and
a second strand that builds on the works of German/North American
social and organizational psychologist Kurt Lewin. Lewin is known to
have introduced the term action research in 1946: a form of problem-
solving through consecutive cycles of planning, action and reflection, that
was initially mostly used in democratic settings to democratize work-
places (Breda, 2014). Lewin proposed that communities usually excluded
from the research process should join researchers to study ‘real-life’ situ-
ations and collaboratively produce knowledge to effect social change
(Torre, 2014). Freire’s ground-breaking ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’
(1968) reflects a revolutionary pedagogic method aimed at empowering
marginalized, impoverished and oppressed populations through devel-
oping a critical consciousness about their circumstances, awareness of
the need for social change and a recognition of their own wisdom and
knowledge (see also Freire, 1973). PAR is then not so much a method-
ology as a movement. A movement that induces a praxis of the oppressed
to liberate themselves and their oppressors (Torres, 2021). A movement
that includes a new way of thinking and doing science (Breda, 2014).
Or, as Fals Borda put it ‘PAR could be considered not only as a method-
ology for research to be taken into account by the institutions, but also
as a philosophy of life. Those who practised it were feeling-thinking people
ready to struggle for changes and understand them better’ (Fals Borda,
2013, p. 162 [our emphasis]). More recently, PAR, or rather critical PAR,
has been ‘rediscovered’ in connection to feminist, queer, critical race and
Indigenous theories (Torre et al., 2012).
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As a family of ‘approaches’ PAR encompasses community action
research, appreciative inquiry and co-operative inquiry (Reason & Brad-
bury, 2001), and has extended to applications in natural resource
management, agriculture and food security, among others in the form of
pavticipatory ruval appraisal (Chambers, 1992). More recently, partici-
patory health research approaches have gained popularity as encouraging
pathways to cross epistemic and social boundaries and foster co-creation
to drive innovation and improve healthcare practice and policy. Participa-
tory health research, again, encompasses a range of approaches (Roura,
2021), including Community-Based Health Research (Blumenthal &
DiClemente, 2004), Community-Based Participatory Research (Cacari-
Stone et al., 2014) and the Dialogue Model for patient participa-
tion (Abma & Broerse, 2010). Besides PAR, these participatory health
research approaches build on collaborative inquiry (Bray, 2000), patient
and public involvement (Brett et al., 2014) and public, citizen or
community engagement (Irwin, 2006) and share the ‘celebrat[ion of]
participation and democracy in the research process’ (Bray, 2000, p. 3).

We do not present (the family of approaches of) PAR here as different
from transdisciplinary research, but as one of the ways of thinking and
doing science from which transdisciplinary research takes inspiration and
builds upon (see, for instance, Neuhauser, 2018), or, as stressed by
others, could more strongly build upon. Jones and Loeber (under review)
observe that in recent forms of funded transdisciplinary research (such
as ‘Living Labs’), ‘despite dedicated formulations in subsequent funding
programmes to veseavchers to include the voices of civil society actors, or even
make them full partners, in practice is still a long way to go into making
knowledge and intervention with social movements in shaved ownership in
line with guiding concepts of liberatory PAR’. They invite a reconsider-
ation of early accounts of PAR, in Colombia and the broader global
South, to serve ‘as an inspiration in making knowledge a transdisci-
plinary resource for Liberatory action in the context of EU-funded R&T
projects’. This indeed is a relevant point. A difference between transdisci-
plinary research and PAR may be that, in its application, the former more
explicitly includes researchers from different academic fields and actors in
positions of power, while sharing the commitment ‘to enable local people
to share, enhance and analyse their knowledge of life and conditions, to
plan and to act’ (Chambers, 1992, p. 1); i.e. transdisciplinary research
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is often associated with multi-stakeholder, or multi-actor,* engagement.

While PAR aims to create meaningful change, not only in social contexts,
but also in the realms of policy, science and corporations (‘liberating the
oppressed as well as the oppressor’), its starting point is empowerment of
the oppressed. It could be questioned if indeed a multi-actor approach,
like transdisciplinarity, does not always risk perpetuating the inequalities it
was committed to fighting; for a start, it requires critical self-reflection of
those external to the marginalized or oppressed, ‘the academicians’ (Fals
Borda, 2013). With this, let’s turn to engaged scholarship.

In Chapter 11 of this volume, Holle and colleagues coin the term
transformative engaged scholavship to refer to forms of scholarship that
enable more inclusive practices, both in society and in academic institu-
tions. It builds on critically engaged scholarship, which moves away from
earlier readings of engaged scholarship that put primacy on providing
social analyses that would be of direct relevance to urgent public issues
without questioning the authority of academia (Franklin, 2022; Smets
et al.,, 2020). Critically engaged scholarship, by contrast, does ques-
tion the authority of academia by ‘knowing that engagement also means
becoming complicit in the processes [sociologists] try to criticize and
change’ (Smets et al., 2020, p. 287). Transformative engaged scholar-
ship, then, is not only about creating spaces for mutual learning with
different social actors, particularly those from marginalized communities,
but, importantly, it challenges normalized power dynamics in knowledge
production and implies that scholars acknowledge power relationships,

4 we prefer multi-actor over multi-stakeholder for two reasons. First, because all stake-
holders are actors, but not all actors are stakeholders. Sometimes the knowledge of some
actor or group of actors is pertinent to reach an in-depth understanding of the relevant
situation, even though those actors do not have an obvious stake in the matter at hand.
An example is ecotoxicological knowledge in the context of understanding environmental
hazard associated with pollution by a chemical plant. Ecotoxicologists, unlike local resi-
dents, farmers, environmental protection activists, policy-makers working at various levels
or institutes of government and the chemistry company at hand, do not have stake per se
in any findings concerning the situation at hand and do not (obviously, straightforwardly)
have an interest in one or another proposed course of action in relation to the analysis
made. Yet, ecotoxicologists’ knowledge is highly valuable in such a situation and rightly
deserves to be included in transdisciplinary work aiming at transformation. Second, we
wish to underscore that parties engaged in transdisciplinary processes, more than only
having a stake that engaged parties can defend or promote, have the ability to act, i.c.,
to do something and, through that, to make a difference.
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including their own position and their emotional, practical and struc-
tural capacities and boundaries (Holle et al., this volume, Chapter 11;
see also Struminska-Kutra, 2016). Zuiderent-Jerak (2015) offers a similar
critique of engaged scholarship in sociology. He argues that it is often
presented as producing scholarship that is both rigorous and relevant,
with a weak connection between the two. This version of engaged scholar-
ship risks overlooking what scholars can add sociologically to practices, by
simply combining activism with scientific authority. This leads Zuiderent-
Jerak to introduce situated intervemtion as a form of scholarship that
locates normativity ‘in the many attachments that actors in the field,
including scholars, sort out in practice’ (ibid. p. 23). Moreover, through
intervening, this scholarly approach aims to produce sociological insights
(rather than change practice on the basis of sociological knowledge). Situ-
ated interventions could thus be argued to share with PAR a focus on
learning through change, by all those involved, and it may differ from
PAR because of its explicit positioning as a ‘scholarly’ approach, aiming
to produce sociological insights.

We have not yet mentioned the many other pleas for different modes
of knowledge production better able to respond to persistent, societal
problems, upon which transdisciplinary researchers often build. Descrip-
tive accounts of the intertwining of the scientific and the social in the field
of STS have also led to prescriptive appeals for doing science and tech-
nology differently. Funtowicz and Ravetz (1994), for instance, express the
need for “post-normal science’ in cases characterized by high uncertainties
and conflicting values and introduced the ‘extended participation model’
(Liberatore & Funtowicz, 2003) as a potential way to do this. Analysis of
the ‘triple helix” dynamics between universities, government and business
(Etzkowitz & Leydesdorft, 2000; Leydesdorft & Etzkowitz, 1996) have
inspired ‘quadruple belix models’ that include civil society actors in social
transformation (e.g. Bunders et al., 1999; Nguyen & Marques, 2022).
More generally, there are broad calls for revising the contract between
science and society, notably the call for ‘mode-2 knowledge production’
(Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al., 2001); a mode of knowledge
production where people have a place, not only as end users, but also at
the core of knowledge production; where diverse values are not added
to science but integrated into its practice. Other calls for revising the
contract between science and society argue for the social contextualiza-
tion of knowledge production (Rip, 2011) by developing new interfaces
that encompass attempts at ‘reflexive co-evolution’ (e.g. Rip, 2005).
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These and comparable ways of rethinking science and research and
their relationship with ‘real-world’ phenomena and communities not
only find their way into arguments in favour of transdisciplinarity as
an approach to research as such, but are arguably also foundational for
the governance approach to research and innovation called Responsible
Research and Innovation (RRI) (see, e.g., Klaassen et al., 2018; Owen
et al., 2012). Also inspired by the work of feminist thought generally
and care ethics specifically, RRI recognizes the need to listen to and
incorporate the needs of all relevant parties in developing knowledge and
engaging in innovation, for instance because ‘[t]echnologies [as products
of research and innovation] should be treated [...] as elements of prac-
tices of care that both serve intended ends and that mediate our changing
conceptions of these ends’ (Macnaghten et al., 2014, p. 196), where, for
multiple reasons, deciding on ends is not to be left only to scientists and
innovators.

More recently, knowledge co-production, or more generically co-
production, is increasingly used. Turnhout and colleagues (2020), in their
discussion on participation, power and transformation use the term co-
production as a shorthand for participatory modes of knowledge produc-
tion. Others speak about the co-creation of knowledge for sustainability
(Mauser et al., 2013). Still others broaden the scope beyond knowl-
edge production and speak about the co-production of knowledge, action
and social change; for instance, Chambers and colleagues (2021) in the
earlier mentioned article distinguishing six modes of co-production for
the sustainable development of ecosystems. Similarly, Miller and Wyborn
(2020) speak about co-production guiding the design and implementa-
tion of sustainability research and action (see also Bremer & Meisch, 2017
for a review of the use of co-production in climate change research, as well
as Wyborn et al., 2019). It is interesting to see how scholars continue to
grapple with the question of ‘naming’ attempts at reflexive co-evolution.
For instance, in an article that advocates a different response to climate
change from the research community (Fazey et al., 2018), the sketched
response, consisting of ten essentials, is referred to as ‘action-oriented
and second ovder transformation and energy research’. The term transdisci-
plinary research is almost absent from these writings, but in our view they
are part of the same family of ways of thinking and approaching persistent
problems.
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Recent works on collaborative governance also use the terminology of
co-production to point to governance arrangements that involve collab-
orations between a wide range of actors, including citizens, that produce
new forms of knowledge, values and social relations and contribute to
innovating public services and social innovation (Osborne & Strokosch,
2013; Sorrentino et al., 2018). This emerging field of interest manifests
conceptual and analytical affinity with earlier works from another domain,
in which policy scientists argued that in our present society, relation-
ships between citizens and government as well as between policy scientists
and practice need revising. Schén and Rein (1994) argued that tradi-
tional approaches to policy analysis are not appropriate for understanding
persistent problems (or ‘intractable controversies’ as they call them), and,
more importantly, they do not aid in their resolution. The dichotomy
between reflection by academic scholars and the practice of policymaking
should be resolved by collaboration between policy academics and policy
practitioners. They emphasized the role of policymakers in knowledge co-
creation: ‘Policy researchers should focus on the substantive issues with
which policymakers deal, the situations within which controversies about
such issues arise, the kinds of inquiry carried out by those practitioners
who participate in a controversy or try to help resolve it, and the evolution
of the policy dialectic within which practitioners play their roles as policy
inquirers’ (Schon & Rein, 1994, p. 193). Schon and Rein introduced
the idea of collaborative frame reflection as a concrete approach to co-
production of knowledge in the context of policy analysis for intractable
problems. Laws and Hajer (2006) have also moderated the claim that
knowledge by itself can guide policymaking, and have argued for coop-
eration. The corresponding idea that the units within which policy has
to be made coincide ever less with the constitutionally defined settings
(Hajer & Versteeg, 2005) has given rise to a new role for citizens in our
deliberative democracy and an emphasis on local knowledge and partic-
ipative inquiry in the search for new forms of knowledge (e.g. Fischer,
2000, 2003). Collaborative governance today is often shaped in experi-
mental settings such as governance experiments, urban laboratories and
living labs (see Bulkeley & Castin Broto, 2013; Vandenbussche et al.
2024). Again, these scholarly works do not make explicit associations with
transdisciplinary work—but we feel they can provide inspirations to those
new to the field, especially because they may resonate with the diverse
(epistemic) backgrounds and motivations of readers who wish to explore
transdisciplinarity.



1  WHAT IS THAT THING CALLED ‘TRANSDISCIPLINARITY ... 21

1.3 TRANSDISCIPLINARITY
FOR TRANSFORMATION—A MULTI-ACTOR,
REFLEXIVE PRACTICE APPROACH

It would be hard to find a source that talks about transdisciplinarity
without talking about societal change or transformation. And if that is
the case, then why title this book Transdisciplinarity for Transformation?
How could transdisciplinarity zot be for transformation?

The scholarly field of transdisciplinary research was given a great
impulse at the 2000 Zurich conference titled: “Transdisciplinarity: joint
problem-solving among Science, Technology and Society’ (Klein, 2001).
The importance of ‘how to’ knowledge (Fazey et al., 2018), or transfor-
mation knowledge (Hadorn et al., 2008), in addition to widely available
and ever-growing bodies of knowledge on the evidence for complex soci-
ctal problems, has since increasingly been recognized. More than two
decades after that landmark conference, we observe an increased engage-
ment with transdisciplinary research, and multiple advances along epis-
temological, methodological and ethical lines. Since then, methodologies
for organizing meaningful knowledge integration have been experimented
with and iteratively improved (e.g. Horn et al., 2022; Tell et al., 2017),
as is also the case for principles and heuristics to guide citizen partici-
pation in science and technology (e.g. Chilvers & Kearnes, 2020) and
multi-stakeholder innovation processes (e.g. van de Poel et al., 2020);
strategies to address power dynamics and to overcome systemic barriers
(e.g. Kok et al., 2021); and approaches to sustain and upscale processes
and outcomes (e.g. Aalbers & Sehested, 2018).

1.3.1  An End in Itself, Rather than a Means to an End?

However, the increasingly urgent need to create impact in view of ever
more devastating health and sustainability challenges and forms of societal
injustice indicates a gap in the current focus of co-creation literatures—as
these tend primarily to be dedicated to processes of (knowledge) co-
creation. With the evident need for in-depth insight into the dynamics
of (and approaches to) multi-actor innovation processes comes the risk
that understanding processes of collaboration, co-creation, social learning
and reflexivity, including their political and power dimensions (Turnhout
et al., 2020), becomes an end in itself, rather than a means to an end. Or,
phrased differently, the (undeniably important) focus on process criteria
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for transdisciplinarity tends to blur the ‘ends’ of the endeavour, and hence
takes the ‘transformation’ out of transdisciplinary research. It is telling
that a quite recent in-depth study of 16 transdisciplinary research projects
concerned itself with ‘explor[ing] how to proactively generate poten-
tial for societal effectiveness in TDR via the adaptive shaping of TDR
processes’ (Lux et al., 2019, p. 184). While one might think of trans-
disciplinary research as being from the outset concerned with fostering
certain societal effects, it appears that there is some light between shaping
transdisciplinary research processes on the one hand and bringing about
societal effects on the other. Therefore, there is a need to understand
how to bring the intended societal effects centre stage in shaping trans-
disciplinarity. The intention of transdisciplinary research is to start with a
complex societal issue and co-create an approach that fits the continuously
re-negotiated purpose.® This is markedly different from any disciplinary,
multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary way of working, in which either one
or more disciplinary perspectives, or the perspective of a (funding) policy
institution, or one particular actor’s version of what the pertinent issue is,
decides the course of action.

However, this is highly challenging on many accounts. For instance,
the imagined effects of transdisciplinary endeavours will often only
become visible after longer periods of time, beyond the conventional
duration of a project. This makes it challenging to keep aspired soci-
etal effects at centre stage and to keep collaborators engaged throughout.
Another reason this might be challenging has to do with the different
rules and institutions within which transdisciplinary collaborators might
work. That is to say, the approaches devised in co-creation do not neces-
sarily align with what is expected from different collaborators in the
institutional settings in which they operate on a day-to-day basis—their
home base. While this is recognized in the literature on transdisciplinary
research (e.g. by developing context-sensitive transformative approaches,
Van Breda & Swilling 2019), we would like to reiterate that there is
much emphasis on multi-actor engagement, co-creation or ‘participatory
contact zones’ (Torre, 2005). And while the many benefits of growing
insights into processes of co-creation are invaluable, we want to stress

5 Note that we intentionally use ‘purpose’ here, because it better communicates the
sense of an imternalized mindset, or philosophy, as a point of departure, rather than
external (future) goals, vision or societal effects as aspired end points.
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the importance of also better understanding participants’ multiple attach-
ments (Jensen, 2007), especially those in their professional capacities, as
people often experience only a narrow space for transformative action,
given the (implicit) rules and institutions that guide the practices in their
home base.

1.3.2  On the Power of Shaved Practices

A major challenge for co-creation-oriented approaches has to do with the
many ways we are bounded—Dby our professional roles as policymakers,
researchers, entrepreneurs and the explicit and implicit rules and institu-
tions that come with these; by the access we do or do not have to different
knowledges; by the cultural repertoires that we embody; by our racial and
gender identity; and so on (Knapp et al., 2019; Marguin et al., 2021).
These multiple identities deeply shape the ways in which we perceive,
theorize, think, reflect and act—in other words, our multiple identities
carve out our room for manoeuvre, both scientifically and practically. This
might, however, present multi-actor approaches with a huge challenge.
This topic has been studied elaborately, both by scholars of position-
ality (e.g. Baur, 2021) and by practice theorists. At the basis of this work
is the notion that we acquire knowledge, and assign meaning to the
world around us, through participation in shared social practices. Lave
and Wenger (1991)° have referred to these shared practices as ‘commu-
nities of practice’, whose members share a repertoire of resources to give
meaning and make sense, including routines, words, instruments, ways of
acting, stories, symbols and gestures. Such communities of practice can
be groups of professionals, such as claims assessors of insurance compa-
nies, as Wenger (1999) explored in depth. Comparably, the sociologist of
science Knorr-Cetina refers to ‘epistemic cultures’, which she explains as
‘those amalgams of arrangements and mechanisms [...] which, in a given
field, make up how we know what we know’ (Knorr-Cetina, 1999, p. 1).
As both concepts reflect, members of a professional group or (scientific)
field share a practice or culture; that is, the social and the scientific are
mutually constitutive—or, as Jasanoff puts it with specific focus on the
practice of science: ‘[scientific knowledge |, both embeds and is embedded
in social practices, identities, normal, conventions, discourse, instruments

6 Building on the work of philosophers like John Dewey (1910) and Ludwig
Wittgenstein (1953).
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and institutions — in short the social’ (Jasanoff, 2004, p. 3). This explains
why it is so hard for scientists who are rooted in different epistemic
cultures to co-develop a systemic, integrated approach to ‘a problem’.
First of all, because ‘a problem’ does not exist out there in a realm sepa-
rate from perceptions, norms and identities. But also because the room
for manoeuvre a researcher may experience is shaped by the norms, rules,
conventions and routines that constitute their epistemic culture. Whitley
(1982) conceptualized the possibility for ‘outsiders’ to exercise influence
on knowledge production within a particular discipline.” Whitley found
that this depends on the degree of mutual dependency between scientists
and the degree of (un)certainty about the position, tasks and intentions
of the discipline: the higher the dependency and task certainty, the harder
it is to exercise influence from the outside. For instance, in the example
of patient involvement in research agenda-setting for burns survivors, the
task certainty of the (biomedical) researchers that could potentially apply
for funding for research on scar itching was initially too high to include
this new topic into their scope of relevance, or their ‘reputational system’,
as Whitley calls this.

In the same vein, institutional theory establishes institutions as ‘sets
of public norms that condition the interaction between subjects’ (Salet,
2018, p. 1), such as formal and informal rules, behavioural norms,
practices and narratives (Lowndes & Roberts, 2013). Furthermore, the
mutual dependency of actors (persons and organizations) contributes to
the stability of a system (Arkesteijn et al., 2015), and thus prevents the
inclusion of new actors and insights, or any sudden change of rules. Lastly,
materialities (Grin, 2020; see also Huitzing et al., 2020), such as soil
quality, or landscape, but also infrastructures and material components of
technologies (Arkesteijn et al., 2015) can be seen as part of the mesh of
institutions.

By presenting the concepts of communities of practice, (epistemic)
cultures, appreciative systems, and institutions almost in a single brush-
stroke, we certainly discard all sorts of bigger and smaller conceptual
and empirical differences. However, what is more important to us than
the nuances of each of these and the differences between them, is that
they help articulate what we mean by the ‘boundedness of practice’ (cf.
Nicolini, 2009).

7 See also Bunders (1987) for an empirical example of the same in a community of
biologists.



1  WHAT IS THAT THING CALLED ‘TRANSDISCIPLINARITY ... 25

Our ‘membership’ in a diversity of practices, and the multiple identi-
ties we thus hold, is manifold and transgresses professional and academic
boundaries. As emphasized before, this includes any and all aspects that
make up our positionality, our (multiple) self, including in terms of
ethnicity, nationality, age, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and social
and economic status (Staffa et al., 2022). Thus, we can, for instance, be
a biologist-by-training, a policymaker, a mother and a volunteer at the
same time. What we often see, however, is that institutional logics are
so dominant that most of our identities are marginalized when we enter
the professional realm; there, the formal and informal rules of our profes-
sional and academic practices start to dominate in all kinds of intricate and
scarcely visible ways. Again, we can refer here to the burns case, where
even those biomedical researchers who were part of the dialogue meeting
in which research on scar itching was collectively prioritized did not apply
for any funding for this research subsequently. Crossing the boundaries
of their academic field (including the boundaries to what are considered
relevant research topics) might come with great personal costs, in terms of
reputation, career opportunities or even the loss of a sense of belonging.

This is why the above poses such a magnificent challenge to trans-
disciplinarity. For when we act, speak, perceive and choose in ways that
strengthen rather than weaken our belonging to our professional commu-
nities—whether it is by spending our time on publishing in high-impact
journals as an academic, preparing policy briefs to advocate for a certain
concern from a single-issue non-government organization (NGO), or
navigating the internal politics at a ministry—the chances are high we
disavow many of our other identities. And often the more powerful actors
within a transdisciplinary process, such as a government official or a scien-
tist, tend to be the ones that are more bounded by their professional
affiliation. A single multi-actor event that might be part of transdisci-
plinary process will not change the way these actors do science or make
policy once they are back at their ‘laboratory’ or office (Lynch et al.,
2017). Thus, while co-production of knowledge and action, and even
destabilizing power relations, may take place in certain spaces at certain
instances, structurally addressing injustices and the lack of institutional
listening (Scudder et al., 2021) in prevailing knowledge and governance
systems takes much more.
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1.3.3  Balancing Means and Ends Through Reflection

It is recognized that it is extremely difficult to keep one’s eye on the
prize and remain focused on the purpose from which one is working. This
requires a constant balancing act among the actors involved in emerging
transdisciplinary spaces. Moreover, transdisciplinarity for transformation
requires an interplay between emerging multi-actor practices, reflective
practitioners, adaptive organizations and reflexive governance.® In the
words of Rakesh Kapoor (2007, p. 475), ‘[a]ll social transformation can
be seen as a dialectical play between three sets of oppositions: between
(individual) biography and (social) history, between theory and praxis,
and between the micro/local and the macro/global levels of organiza-
tion’. Although enacting the dialectic at all three levels simultaneously is
highly demanding, it is crucial for true social transformation. We know
that if demarcated, co-creative efforts are not accompanied by systemic
transformation, we are left with little more than individual pilot projects
and programmes that come and go, without leaving behind any lasting
impact (Felt, 2017). Such is the predicament in which we find ourselves.

1.4 DyNaMic LEARNING AGENDA, LEARNING
QuEestiONS AND HOW THE BOOK Is STRUCTURED

This book is organized into three parts, the first focusing on the design
and evaluation of transdisciplinary work, the second on whom to include
and how, and finally one on roles and competencies requisite to engaging

8 Reflexive governance may refer to an alternative orientation for governance, needed
to direct society’s course towards more sustainable outcomes. It is a response to the
unintended side-effects of modernization that are inherently generated by the practices of
modernization (hence, reflexive modernization), and it proposes strategies that incorporate
rather than eliminate uncertainty, ignorance, heterogeneity, ambiguity and unintended
effects (see Beck, 1992; Voss et al., 2006). Here we mean, with reflexive governance,
not only the transient strategies required for transformation, but also the integration of
experimental ways of day-to-day governance and accountability mechanisms at all levels,
that may stimulate reflexive practice. We define reflective practice as the practice that
incorporates reflection-in and reflection-on actions undertaken in that practice, so as to
engage in continuous cycles of adaptation and learning that build on an understanding of
the practical values and theories figuring in these (everyday) practices (Argyris & Schoén
1974). Reflective practice is often explained as entailing both reflection and reflexivity—
where reflexivity means something related but not identical to how it is used above in the
context of reflexive governance (Hargreaves & Page, 2013).
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in transdisciplinarity. For each part, different learning questions are rele-
vant. In this final section, we will present these learning questions after
first introducing the concept of a learning agenda.

There is an appeal to considering transdisciplinary research as an
approach that can be taught, like any other research approach or method-
ology. At the same time, or perhaps first and foremost, it is a particular
mode of thinking and doing; a philosophy or a mindset. Getting accus-
tomed to a new mode of thinking and doing generally requires becoming
part of a community, learning the unspoken rules, starting to acquire a
new vocabulary, developing sensitivities for certain observations above
others. In particular for early-career researchers this may be quite chal-
lenging; supporting continuous reflection is hence seen as pivotal in any
transdisciplinary endeavour.

There are different approaches to organizing this type of reflective
practice, and even tools to support it. One of them is the so-called
Dynamic Learning Agenda (DLA) that was developed in the context
of supporting transdisciplinary projects that aimed to contribute to
system innovation in the context of the sustainable development of
Dutch agriculture (Regeer et al., 2009). It has since been incorpo-
rated in a reflexive monitoring approach that accompanies transdisci-
plinary endeavours, Reflexive Monitoring in Action (Van Mierlo et al.,
2010), and employed in empirical domains, ranging from perinatal care
(Schuitmaker-Warnaar et al., 2021), the micro-politics of urban food
governance (Luger et al., submitted), agricultural innovation (Kilelu et al.,
2014) and sustainability transitions (Svare et al., 2023). We will delve into
the DLA here, because we have used it to provide some structure to the
learning process of master’s and PhD students in our transdisciplinary
education over the past decade. The learning questions that the students
themselves have formulated have been the starting point for this volume,
as we will see below.

The Dynamic Learning Agenda builds on the idea that conditions for
a transdisciplinary strategy are never in place and that, as a consequence,
the strategy itself should focus on creating or dealing with these condi-
tions, as Broerse (1998) formulated on the basis of her transdisciplinary
research in Zimbabwe. For instance, an unmet condition may be ‘the
project team includes all relevant expertise, experience, and other rele-
vant “stakes” needed to tackle the sustainability problem [...]" (Lang
et al., 2012, p. 30), or ‘academic reward systems acknowledge and value
knowledge co-creation with societal actors’, or ‘powerful stakeholders



28  B.J. REGEER ET AL.

[are] aware of how their privileges influence processes and outcomes’
(Roura, 2021, p. 783). These unmet conditions inform the formulation
of learning questions on the Dynamic Learning Agenda.

The formulation of learning questions follows two rules (Van Veen
et al., 2014). First, it should convey a sense of agency. It is therefore typi-
cally formulated as ‘How can I/we ...?" rather than, for instance, ‘Why
do academic reward systems not ....2°. It thus helps to move beyond an
initial aggravation or frustration that is part of any transformative process
(e.g. ‘they just don’t understand!”) and speaks to the importance of (self-)
reflexivity in transdisciplinarity. Second, learning questions should convey
a sense of ‘toughness’, thus bringing to light the difficult issues that are
often ‘swept under the rug’ (Kleiner & Roth, 1996, p. 14). To do this
it helps to add a dependent clause to the learning question, starting with
‘while’. Taken together, learning questions are formulated as: ‘How can
I .... while ...?". So, a learning question may read: ‘How can I, as an
academic researcher, co-create tangible outputs that resonate with soci-
etal needs, while academic reward systems do not acknowledge or value
these outputs?’. Or, ‘How can I ensure that the often not heard voices
are heard and taken seriously, while those in power are not aware of how
their privileges influence processes and outcomes?’. Note that we have
formulated these learning questions as a meta reflection on the transdisci-
plinary research process. In a project on sustainable agriculture, a learning
question might read: ‘How can we motivate farmers to produce biological
tomatoes, while (they say) the market is demanding cheap and colourful
tomatoes?’. And, in a project on patient empowerment in health care, a
health professional may see their professional identity change and express
their pain and grief about this as: ‘How can I support the client to find
their own way, while I deeply feel it is part of my professional identity to
help them, to do things for them?’.

In a transdisciplinary project, a first learning agenda is formulated and
monitored over time and changes are captured in the second, third, etc.
learning agenda; hence the Dynamic Learning Agenda. Learning ques-
tions may disappear when they are resolved, they may need reformulating
as insights into the issues evolve, or they may persist over time. Learning
agendas may be formulated by a so-called reflexive monitor based on
observations and fed back into the process (Regeer et al., 2009), they may
result from conversations or reflection workshops within collaborative
constellations (e.g. Van Veen et al., 2014), or they may be formulated and
followed over a period of time by individual actors in the change efforts,
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e.g. midwives (Schuitmaker-Warnaar et al., 2021) or policymakers (Luger
et al., subm.). The idea is that formulating a concern, or an unmet condi-
tion, as a learning question creates not only ownership, but also steering
capacity (Van Veen et al., 2014). It gives clues for action, for casual
inquiry, for trial and error. In this way, the unmet conditions that may
hamper a development will no longer be seen as properties of an external
system, but as points of leverage for the strategies that the team needs to
develop (Regeer et al., 2011). It speaks to the need for ‘how to’ knowl-
edge (Fazey et al., 2018) or transformation knowledge (Hadorn et al.,
2008)—the kind of knowledge that is recursively developed through the
Dynamic Learning Agenda.

The Dynamic Learning Agendas can be seen as a living archive of
challenges and related strategies encountered in transformative change
processes (Regeer et al., 2009). The idea is that questions that remain
on the learning agenda only briefly, first-order learning questions, pertain
to issues that lie within the capacities of practitioners to resolve, through
single-loop learning (incremental improvement of existing routines) or
through gaining experience and learning new skills. It is especially the
tough issues reflected in persistent learning questions, those that stay on
the learning agenda for a longer period of time, that are of interest.
We have referred to these as second-order learning questions as they
involve changes in underlying beliefs, norms and assumptions (Regeer
et al., 2009), akin to the notion of double-loop learning as introduced by
Argyris and Schon (1974, 1978). In a similar vein, humanist philosopher
Kunneman (2006) noted in his account of the existential state of contem-
porary societies that although tough questions may be shoved away under
the table, from this subordinate position, they will continue to give persis-
tent signals. According to Kunneman, these signals can become visible
when there is room for exploration and even acceptance of differences
between people and positions (cited in Regeer et al., 2009).

Above, we spoke about the boundedness of practice (Nicolini,
2009), which is reflected in the learning questions by embracing the
unmet conditions, or persistent signals, (‘while ...?”) that upon contin-
uous neglect, will hamper development. At the same time, these learning
questions reflect a message (‘How can I/we ...”) of hope, of agency,
of willingness to ‘staying with the trouble’ (Haraway, 2016), of human
creativity in persevering ‘causal inquiry’ (Schon, 1995), ecloquently
brought together by Nicolini in ‘appreciating practice as bounded
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creativity’ (2009, 1404, our italics).” Learning questions address trouble,
tensions or discrepancies when and where they arise. Learning questions
are specific and situational, and intended to contribute to the sensitiza-
tion of all involved to issues that emerge as relevant and can be ‘judged by
the quality of the conversation they provoke’ (Regeer et al., 2009, citing
Kleiner & Roth, 1996, p. 20). Those conversations are situated neither
in the ‘scientific’ nor the ‘social’; rather they are situated in the here and
now. Van Breda et al. (2016) use the notion of ‘socio-epistemic relation-
ships’ that develop through transdisciplinary encounters. We can perceive
the DLA as fostering these socio-epistemic relations through salient ques-
tions that have meaning in hybrid spaces, in ‘transdisciplinary epistemic
communities’ (Regeer & Bunders, 2003; Van Breda et al., 2016).

By situating the conversations around learning questions firmly in
the here and now and in locally specific transdisciplinary epistemic
communities, they foster ‘epistemic humility’ in researchers, ‘challenging
intellectual rigidity, showing that to hold on to your position without
understanding the benefits of humility [...] is a disadvantage’ (Gardiner,
2020, p. 38). At the same time, academic researchers can perform
alignment or translational work to align these socio-epistemic conversa-
tions with specific (monodisciplinary) epistemic communities or academic
debates. Dynamic Learning Agendas can thus contribute to abductive
theorizing (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Stirling, 2015), for instance on
conceptual spaces as distinct as organizational listening (Macnamara,
2018) and epistemic justice (see Ramaswamy et al., Chapter 10, this
volume, Fricker, 2007) when the conversation revolves around a learning
question such as ‘How can I ensure that the often not heard voices are
heard and taken seriously, while those in power are not aware of how their
privileges influence processes and outcomes?’.

We have employed the Dynamic Learning Agenda as a way to struc-
ture the learning experiences of our master’s and PhD students, and at
the same time for them to become acquainted with a specific tool they
might employ in their transdisciplinary research with participants to guide
collaborative learning processes. We have distilled some patterns out of
the hundreds of learning questions formulated by these students (see also
Gunn et al., Chapter 15, this volume) and used them to structure this

9 We would like to acknowledge Anne Loeber for making this connection between the
DLA and Nicolini’s work on practice as bounded creativity.
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edited volume!?: (1) Design and Evaluation; (2) Diversities and Inclu-

sion; and (3) Roles and Competences. Of course, these are not mutually
exclusive, but highly intertwined categories, which iteratively inform one
another. We will introduce each of the three parts along the lines of the
learning questions.

1.4.1  Part I: Design and Evaluation

Designing a transdisciplinary research project before starting is almost
a contradiction in terms; transdisciplinary processes are, by definition,
shaped in practice. At the same time, researchers need to spell out their
problem understanding, suggested approach and expected outcomes in
research proposals for supervisors and/or funders before the research
commences. Evaluation is then the other side of the coin; on the basis of
which evaluation frameworks will these proposals be assessed? And against
which indicators can we judge whether transdisciplinary research projects
have created the intended impacts? Learning questions that students have
formulated regarding design and evaluation pertain to the specifics of
individual research projects, the challenges of creating impact and the
nature of emergent design in non-conducive contexts.

A first set of learning questions is about the specific framework
conditions of graduate research projects. Students wonder:

How can I create real impact in the area of my research, while I have
limited time and resources available?

This is, of course, true for any graduate student, but in particular in
the case of transdisciplinary research, engaging with relevant actors and
communities requires time and attention and openness to unforeseen
opportunities and developments. A number of studies conducted in the
past 10 years into the particular challenges experienced by early-career
researchers embarking on the path of transdisciplinary research confirm
this. Enengel and colleagues (2012), for instance, report on the expe-
rience of four PhD students in Austria implementing transdisciplinary
approaches within a traditional university setting. They highlight the
tension between shifting responsibilities and control to non-academic

10 The learning questions presented in this chapter are amalgams and slightly
generalized versions of the specific learning questions formulated by students.
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partners, and the dependencies this creates in the context of PhD projects
‘that should result in externally reviewed doctoral theses after three years’
(Enengel et al., 2012, p. 114).

Box 1.2: Example PhD research design

Phase 1
Exploration
Study 182

Phase 2
Exploration of multiple
stakeholder perspactives

Study 3.7
Phase 3 ‘
Stakeholders reflection on
‘ he et

Phase 1: Exploration

In order to gain understanding of the problem field and understand
potential barriers to and facilitators of the inclusion of people with
mental disability, exploratory interviews were held and desk studies were
conducted.

Phase 2: Explovation of Barriers and Facilitators Perceived by Different
Stakeholder Groups

The second phase involved an exploration of stakeholder perspectives on
the main study question. In his PhD, Ikenna Ebuenyi explored perspectives
on barriers to and promoters of inclusion of persons with mental disability
in employment in Kenya according to persons with mental disabilities,
(potential) employers, mental healthcare providers and mental health/
DPOs.

Phase 3: Stakeholders’ Reflection on the Results

The third phase involved exploring potential pathways to improved
employability of persons with mental illness through reflection of the
results from the previous phases with multiple stakeholders. This phase
was commenced but not completed. The thesis presents the preliminary
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analysis of a roundtable meeting where the findings of the first two phases
were shared and discussed with stakeholders, followed by a discussion on
pathways to improved employability for persons with mental disability in
Kenya.

PhD thesis Ikenna Ebuenyi (2019).

While a PhD trajectory can be seen as a project, with a clear begin-
ning and an end, as said before, transformation is not a project. But,
there is always an ‘after the end’ (like there is always a ‘before the begin-
ning’). Within the restricted time frame of a master thesis or PhD study,
the ‘project’ might be delineated to gaining insight into the perspectives
of different stakeholders separately with only the beginning of a mutual
learning process among them. See Box 1.2 for an example in which an
integration phase (phase 3) was commenced but not completed. Phase
1 and phase 2 had already resulted in seven published research articles
and the three-year term of contract had ended. However, we do see that
the relationships that were formed during the research process continued;
like the experiences of the South African PhD students mentioned above,
‘these socio-epistemic relationships took on a “social existence” beyond
the individual research project’ (Van Breda et al., 2016, p. 161). Still,
delineation in time, because of the researchers’ pursuit of degrees and
publications, comes with the risk of sustaining power inequalities between
communities and researchers. An action researcher says: ‘research topics
that would have unreasonably extended the completion of my degree
were taken off the table. However, what if those other options were
more beneficial to the [community]?” (Dillon, 2014, p. 11, quoted in
Struminska-Kutra, 2016).

A second type of learning question is about the challenge of bringing
about significant change through transdisciplinary research. This can be
argued to be the overarching challenge of transdisciplinary research,
encompassing all others. A learning question may read:

How can I apply transdisciplinary research to bring substantial and mean-
ingful change in relation to a specific complex problem, while there are
many barriers and there is resistance in the system?

This is an important question because, as alluded to before, a lot of
attention to better understanding processes of knowledge co-creation,
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power dynamics, mutual learning and reflexivity, in our engagement in
transdisciplinary practices as scholars, carries the risk of foregrounding
academic knowledge production, and backgrounding the end to which
these transdisciplinary practices were set up in the first place. Recognizing
the inseparability of understanding and change means not losing sight of
the transformational intent of a transdisciplinary practice as it evolves, and
can be argued to be the crux of a transdisciplinary governance strategy
(De Wildt-Liesveld et al., 2015). Chapter 3 (Regeer et al., this volume)
elaborates on the relationship between design, evaluation and reflexive
governance in the context of transdisciplinary projects.

A final set of learning questions relates to possible tensions between
the transdisciplinary research project and its institutional environment,
and those of collaborating partners. Learning questions may then be:

How do I allow for an emergent process that provides room for collabora-
tive decision making and multiple iterations and adaptations, while I need
to be specific before the start about activities and outcomes to increase
chances to get funding, o7 while stakeholders involved may have to navi-
gate rigid organizational procedures, o7 while people might be accustomed
to typical project management thinking, or disinclined to take risks?

Being risk-averse might be an individual character trait (these are
discussed under Part 3: Roles and Competencies), but might also be
congruent with an organizational culture geared towards formaliza-
tion and standardization, resonating with the new public management
ideology (Gruening, 2001). In the research and innovation system, we
also see a trend towards ‘projectification’ (e.g. Ika & Munro, 2022)
that poses specific challenges to transdisciplinary research design (Gjefsen
et al., this volume). Some researchers resolve this tension by making
the highly intangible processes of deliberation, collaboration and mutual
sensemaking, very tangible and concrete in their proposals through
laying out clear processes of co-design through various multi-stakeholder
workshops (see also Jones & Loeber, under review).

In sum, transdisciplinary research design is by definition emergent, as a
‘purely deliberative strategy precludes learning once the strategy is formu-
lated; emergent strategy fosters it’ (Mintzberg, 1987, p. 66). As Chapter 3
will argue, transdisciplinary research cannot be done by simply designing
the process based on one of the existing highly sophisticated frameworks.
In earlier research we saw that the hard and pioneering work in the area of
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defining transformative approaches had resulted in a disposition of trans-
disciplinary, transformation or transition scholars to assess and critique
transdisciplinary practice according to their theories of change. ‘How-
ever, in interviews and informal conversations that we held with a range
of programme managers and project leaders, they have expressed agitation
and annoyance with being repeatedly confronted with the gaps between
programme theory and their practice. They argue that they know about
the theory but struggle with the implementation and have expressed the
need for help and guidance’ (Regeer et al., 2009, p. 522). We may need
forms of ex durante reflexive governance of transdisciplinary practice,
in which ex ante design frameworks and ex post evaluation frameworks
become part of the conversation.

1.4.2  Part II: Diversities and Inclusion

The majority of learning questions participants formulate, pertain to
the manifold diversities involved in the participatory process. A typical
learning question may read as follows:

How can I find a shared direction in my transdisciplinary research project,
while perceptions of the problem may vary widely across the different
stakeholder groups?

Students often stipulate differences in terms of interests, needs, power,
language, knowledge, culture, history and values. Indeed, at the core of
many transdisciplinary endeavours is a challenge of balancing direction-
ality and stakeholders’ perspectives, which often appear incommensurable
(see also Kok et al., 2021). Taking complex and persistent problems as
a starting point implies by definition that transdisciplinary research is
concerned with issues that lack agreement on facts and values (Douglas &
Wildavsky, 1982; Hisschemoller & Hoppe, 2018). Problem structuring
(Dunn, 2015) has hence been advocated as an important place to start
transdisciplinary research processes. Various methodologies have been
introduced to support this process, including interpretative frame analysis
(Schuitmaker, 2012; Van der Wilt & Reuzel, 2012), mapping of diverse
argumentation trees (De Cock Buning, 2010), and frame reflection
(Kupper & De Cock Buning, 2011; Van der Meijj et al., 2018). Often,
the process of collaborative problem structuring, involving multiple stake-
holder groups, might take up the entire PhD trajectory, which can then be
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seen as the first cycle or stage of a larger transformative transdisciplinary
process (see above and Box 1.2).

At the same time, stakes are high and decisions urgent where
complex real-world problems are concerned (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1994).
This implies that processes of problem structuring and experimentation
are closely intertwined and iteratively inform one another throughout.
Furthermore, given the almost always plethora of diversities, problem
formulations and associated aspired visions are to be considered as provi-
sional rather than definitive and perhaps should be seen as temporary
moments of closure of what tend to be potentially highly contested
debates, which can flare up again with changing configurations of stake-
holders involved and with evolving insights and events. It is argued that
these provisional episodes of closure can speed the process of experimen-
tation and consequently enhance a deeper understanding of the issues at
stake—something that clearly resonates with Kurt Lewin’s famous saying
that ‘If you want truly to understand something, try to change it’.!!

Considering aspired visions as ‘speculative commitments’ (Jerak-
Zuiderent, 2019, following Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017) implies a commit-
ment to putting them to the test as the process evolves. Moreover, it
is a response to the problematization of the idea of a shared vision or
consensus, which is hard to imagine when recognising the width but also
the sheer depth of the diversities; forms of knowing and being are deeply
rooted in people’s shared social and professional practices.!? Rather than
reaching consensus on problem definition or vision, scholars describe
looking for congruency, alignment or convergence between different
(value) frames of involved actors (Grin & Van de Graaf 1996; Hoes et al.,
2008; Vandenbussche et al., 2024). Formulating learning questions on
the plurality of understandings and perspectives of different stakeholders
invites these kinds of considerations.

Students, secondly, formulate learning questions reflecting that the
manifold diversities are not only challenging in terms of finding a shared
direction, but also in terms of the expected interaction between different

1 This quote is generally attributed to Lewin. Our source: Tolman, C.W. (1996).
Problems of theovetical psychology (Vol. 6, p. 31). Captus Press.

12 Reflected in concepts like ‘form of life’ (Wittgenstein, 1953), ‘community of prac-
tice” (Wenger, 1999), ‘epistemic culture’ (Knorr-Cetina, 1999) and ‘thought collective’
(Fleck 1981 [1935]) and also implied in the concepts of ‘paradigm’ (Kuhn, 2012), and
‘interpretative frame’ (Schon & Rein, 1994).



1 WHAT IS THAT THING CALLED ‘TRANSDISCIPLINARITY ... 37

people, who may not understand each other due to their different ways
of understanding or knowing, the languages and jargon they do (not)
master, the cultures they are enculturated in or the less or more substantial
power differentials existing between them. Thus, many students formu-
late learning questions around power dynamics, which typically may read
as follows:

How can I effectively integrate diverse perspectives and knowledge of
stakeholders relevant to my research, while knowledge hierarchies may
favour (alleged) expert dominance in deliberative processes, reproducing
hegemonic power structures?

Or, in a different variant, emphasis is placed on those excluded by existing
(knowledge) hierarchies:

How can we ensure equitable inclusion of (perspectives of) vulnerable
or marginalized communities, while benefits of participation may not
outweigh the burdens, or while there is unequal access to resources,
self-confidence, or social capital, o7, while trust is lacking?

Both variations of this learning question concerning power and hierar-
chies are pivotal to explore in the context of transdisciplinary research.
For one because, while the notion of democratizing knowledge processes
might have been at the historical roots of transdisciplinary research, we
are only at the very start of the journey towards epistemic justice. Indeed,
the difficulty of this journey becomes almost painfully manifest when
we realize that speaking of powerful versus vulnerable or marginalized
communities in itself constitutes a form of reproducing both stigmatiza-
tion and power imbalances, as it implicitly reaffirms what counts as centre
and what as margin and disallows some membership of the so-called
centre. Consistent with this, students also recognize that the language of
marginalized or vulnerable groups in itself almost automatically embodies
a reproduction of existing hierarchies, as it tends to be powerful actors,
who have no trouble in gaining access to places where decisions are made
or research is funded, designed and implemented, nor in articulating their
positions, who identify others as vulnerable or belonging to the margins,
and thus as people who ought to be given a voice. Arguably, however,
nobody needs to be given a voice—rather, it is hegemonic actors who
need to learn how to listen to any and all pertinent voices, irrespective
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of whether or not they are raised by actors resembling them (Zachariah
et al., 2023).

The more recent calls to take power differentials far more seriously
than transdisciplinary scholarship has to date (e.g. Struminska-Kutra &
Scholl, 2022; Turnhout et al., 2020) are calls for recentring members
of ‘marginalized” communities. The learning questions formulated by
students speak to the fact that participation so easily becomes instru-
mental or tokenistic (Ocloo & Matthews, 2016), habitually reinforcing
hegemonic systems of knowledge in so many ways, and at so many levels
(Roura, 2021). Recentring marginalized communities implies a profound
rethinking of power relations, in order to bring about a ‘re-humanised
world” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2019, referring to Maldono-Torres’ work on
human rights).

Transdisciplinary practices attempting to foster epistemic justice and
decolonising research practices are, for instance, found in the growing
body of literature on Indigenous-led knowledge practices (e.g. Moewaka
Barnes et al., 2021), particularly in environmental and sustainability
research, which give examples of co-creating knowledge through power-
sharing and creative action. In a different way, efforts to include and
value patient knowledge in health policy, care and research practices
(Pittens, 2013) have tried to navigate between, or iteratively accommo-
date both, academic (medical) discourses dominated by highly specific
operationalizations of ‘objectivity’ that are informed first and foremost
by empiricism and reductionism, and the lived experience and embodied
and situated knowledges of both patients and care professionals (Losch
etal., 2023; Zuiderent-Jerak et al., 2012). The Dialogue Model (Abma &
Broerse, 2010), for instance, is carefully designed to mitigate power
differentials between patients, health professionals and researchers, by
allowing patients to start articulating their lived experience and expe-
riential knowledge with peers, which not only has substantive but also
affective value, and enables the translation of an individual ‘I’-voice into
a shared ‘we’-voice.

A third set of learning questions that pertain to the manifold diversi-
ties involved in transdisciplinary research reflects the experienced differ-
ence between a transdisciplinary way of working and thinking, and a
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‘non-transdisciplinary’ way of working and thinking.!3 Students espe-
cially express this in relation to experiences with research internships in
monodisciplinary academic or professional environments or in relation to
their earlier academic training. A learning question may read:

How can I meaningfully conduct transdisciplinary research, while working
within a traditional university setting which persists to be discipline-centred
and wherein recognition for one’s work is still very much decided upon in
terms of discipline-oriented performance indicators?

And this, of course, is true for all participants in a transdisciplinary
research process: each of them may have to comply with existing guide-
lines, protocols or routines in their (professional) community. It is some-
times said that transdisciplinary research requires ‘double work’: besides
instigating and supporting processes of co-creation, co-innovation, and
transformation, there is also a continuous need for alignment work (De
Wildt-Liesveld et al., 2015; Verwoerd et al., 2021) to not lose the connec-
tion with existing incentive structures, or rather to instigate processes of
institutional reflexivity. If we do not attend to these institutional learning
processes, transdisciplinary projects will just be projects, with no impact
beyond their duration.

1.4.3  Part III: Roles and Competences

The third part of this volume is based on the premise that a reflexive
approach, like transdisciplinary research, requires a great deal of self-
reflection regarding diverse roles to navigate and competences to acquire.
Here, we see learning questions that can be considered counterparts of
some of the learning questions above, turning the gaze specifically to the
‘self’. For instance, while a learning question regarding design (Part 1)
might be about the tension between an emergent design process and
existing, rigid organizational structures and procedures, the counterpart
question that would fit in Part 3 would be:

13 Like many binaries, the binary between transdisciplinary and non-transdisciplinary has
been criticized—cf., ‘We have never been modern’ (Latour, 2012). Latour argues that the
so-called practice of ‘purification’ gave rise to the rhetoric of ‘modernity’. Similarly, acts
of purification are at play that give rise to ‘mode 1 research’, or ‘linear’ policy processes,
or ‘non-transdisciplinary’ ways of working and thinking.
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How can I embrace uncertainty and complexity while I feel a deep need for
clarity, certainty and manageability, and feel more comfortable with mode
1 research?

These questions call for self-reflection and a deepening awareness of
the importance of engaging with unarticulated, implicit and sometimes
unknown aspects of oneself in being able to act meaningfully in a messy,
unstructured process and engage with diverse other people, each with
their own, often implicit, commitments and associations. Like in any qual-
itative resecarch endeavour, the recognition that as a (transdisciplinary)
researcher you are your own instrument (Dodgson, 2019) brings a
responsibility to inquire into yourself, your normative commitments and
the role of the manifold associations that shape the way you perceive.

Students, in the formulation of their learning questions, show a deep
awareness of the need for continuous reflection on their positionality,
particularly with regard to power dynamics and their position as a
researcher, often from the global North. An illustrative example of how
students have formulated such a learning question is:

How can I engage in TDR processes with marginalized people and
communities, and build a relationship of trust, while they may mistrust
me because of my positionality as a privileged western researcher?

Like ourselves, many of our white global health students are wary of
perpetuating the White Saviour Industrial Complex (WSIC) (Banerjee
et al., 2023) and might even show a sense of paralysis. One way to escape
this is by making the researcher’s positionality, values and agenda, visible
and open to negotiation.

While students recognize their ‘perceived authority’ as a (sometimes
‘white’ or ‘global north’) researcher in relation, for instance, to marginal-
ized people and communities, they also indicate doubts about how
to handle power differentials between themselves, as young and inex-
perienced researchers, and those in positions of power. They ask, for
instance:

14 See also Strumiriska-Kutra (2016) for a similar argument concerning paralysis
resulting from constructivism. Struminska-Kutra argues this based on the idea that
constructivism leads to relativism and hence paralysis. See Regeer and Bunders (2003)
for a Wittgensteinian argument against equating constructivism with relativism.
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How can I engage with experienced researchers, professionals and those
with lived experience, while I am a young and inexperienced researcher, o7
while T am not comfortable taking the lead, o7 while I tend to steer away
from conflicts?

Chapter 14 (den Boer, 2024, this volume) presents a thick account of
what it is like—as an early-career researcher—to conduct transdisciplinary
research in the context of a City Lab, supporting food system transforma-
tion. She distinguishes a wide variety of roles she adopted over a period
of three years and describes the synergies and tensions she encountered
between various roles. The requirements of conducting both scientifically
rigorous and societally relevant transdisciplinary research are generally
experienced as highly stressful (Sellberg et al., 2021). PhD students fear
falling behind in their careers compared to their monodisciplinary coun-
terparts, as transdisciplinary research requires ‘double work’; they need to
invest in creating interactional spaces or materials that aid the process of
co-creation as well as spend considerable time and energy in producing
academic papers that may take longer to get published because of a lack of
transdisciplinary reviewers. Doctoral students conducting transdisciplinary
research projects (Enengel et al., 2012) reported that the time they spent
on interacting with non-academic actors, and including local knowledge
into the research process, yielded realizable solutions that accommo-
date conflicting interests and can hence more effectively contribute to
addressing real-world problems. At the same time, however, these trans-
disciplinary interactions left them with less time for disciplinary exchange,
and methodological and theoretical innovation (ibid.).

Furthermore, early-career researchers are still finding their grounds in
their original scientific field and are uncertain what a move towards trans-
disciplinary research might mean in terms of their sense of ‘feeling intel-
lectually and socially “at home™” in an academic community, or ‘epistemic
living space’ (Felt et al., 2013, p. 513). They may ask themselves:

How do I develop myself to become a transdisciplinary researcher while
I am still finding my position as a researcher within the structures of
academia? Oz, while I feel more comfortable in my original academic
background:?

From their experience in their graduate education and research intern-
ships, they have not encountered many academic communities in which
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this other mode of doing research is appreciated, rewarded or simply
supported. So, what does that mean for their (academic) careers? Will
they be lone advocates and pioneers in otherwise not very conducive
academic environments? As Felt and colleagues (2013) describe, early-
career researchers grapple to reconcile the demands of transdisciplinarity
with other normative requirements in contemporary research. Developing
attachment to transdisciplinarity at an epistemic level was experienced as
especially difficult, and PhD students were inclined to re-attach to their
‘home-disciplines’ (Felt et al., 2013).

A third set of questions relate to roles and competences that pertain
to the researcher’s own normative orientation. Students question how to
deal with the potential tensions between their own views and opinions
and those of stakeholders. A learning question might read:

How can I engage constructively with a diverse sample of stakeholders with
different perspectives, while I am a highly politically engaged person and
already have my own opinions, values and ideals on the research topic, and
may strongly oppose or align with some of the stakeholders?

We see a heightened awareness of the potential contention between the
ability for deep listening and one’s own position, intensified by other
students stating that they have a ‘clear view and opinion’ themselves,
are ‘a highly opinionated person’ or that they ‘find it difficult to accept
that other points of view exits next to mine’. This is also related to
having ‘an anticipated outcome of my research’ and hence relates to the
earlier tension between directionality and stakeholder involvement. These
learning questions solicit reflection on one’s own normative commitments
in transdisciplinary research and invite researchers to put these commit-
ments to the test, to explore them, to be curious about how strong
they are and why, and to observe how these commitments affect their
research practice. It requires practising with turning strong commitments
into speculative commitments; they are provisional, or tentative and can
change as a result of the process. This relates to a wider search on the part
of critically oriented action researchers on their own stance in transforma-
tive research: ‘How and where should they locate themselves in relation
to organizational change or even broader to the change of organizational
constituencies’ (Alvesson et al., 2009, cited in Strumiriska-Kutra, 2016,
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p. 864). Or ‘how to be a genuine partner to a “community” and simul-
taneously [...] adopt a critical stance that presupposes the definition of
their problem’ (Struminska-Kutra, 2016, p. 865).

In a conceptual article on power inequities across the social ecology
of participatory health research, Roura (2021) identifies a number of
interdependent areas at micro, meso and macro levels at which power
inequities are at play. She formulates monitoring questions to guide
the assessment of power dynamics in participatory health research that
resonate well with some of the learning questions formulated by novice
transdisciplinary researchers. At the micro-level, Roura’s monitoring ques-
tions pertain, for instance, to self-reflexivity and cultural humility (where
students have openly reflected on their positionality); at the meso-level,
monitoring questions pertain, for instance, to reward systems and effec-
tive techniques for dialogue (where students have reflected on character
traits, experience and also their rigid normative orientation, which might
hamper effective dialogue), and monitoring questions at the macro level
relate, for instance, to the distribution of power and resources (where
students have shown an awareness of unfair resource distribution and the
power of the academic system of which they are a part). Rather than
monitoring power dynamics as externalized (e.g. ‘are the most powerful
stakeholders ready to give up power and the privileges that come with
it (Roura, 2021, Table 1, p. 783), the learning questions bring power-
related issues close to home and invite the kind of self-reflexivity that
is essential both for novice and experienced participants of transdisci-
plinary research processes. The learning questions thus set an agenda for
navigating roles, which essentially are about the pluriform relationships,
with others and with self, that deliberately, but more often implicitly, take
shape in a transdisciplinary process; and the continuous development of
the capacity, of oneself and others, to navigate the many diversities while
keeping the (continuously negotiated) direction of transformation centre
stage.
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CHAPTER 2

Trans-, Inter-, and Monodisciplinarity: Some
Historical Considerations

Geert Somsen and Frans van Lunteren

Like most future-oriented movements, transdisciplinarity is very conscious
of its past. Several transdisciplinary researchers have written histories of
the approach that, taken together, give a good idea of the diversity of
its origins and present state (Bernstein, 2015; Klein, 2015). But there is
also a more elusive historical picture that is often implied or suggested
and only occasionally spelled out (cf. Etzkowitz, 2002). This argues
that transdisciplinarity was the natural ‘next step’ after interdisciplinarity,
which itself was the logical response to monodisciplinarity. The story
is a neat narrative in three stages, where each inevitably gave rise to
the next generation. It also presents a clear starting point in everything
that transdisciplinarity is not: a primordial state of single disciplines, as
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isolated from each other as they were aloof from the needs of society.
This Monodisciplinary Ivory Tower was the building to be razed to the
ground.

As an advertisement the narrative has definite merits. But as historical
description, we suggest, it is too simplistic. The story is as linear as it
is predetermined. And it has a beginning that itself lacks history: a set
of disciplines that appear always to have been there. Consequently, the
narrative not only caricatures the past, but also fails to help understand
the present conditions of transdisciplinary research. If the rise of trans-
disciplinarity is so straightforward and inevitable, then why are there still
debates and struggles about its nature and position? In this chapter, we
want to give an alternative historical account, not a complete counternar-
rative, which space and resources do not permit, but a few general points
that arise from historical evidence. We hope these will help shed light on
both the past and the current condition of transdisciplinarity.

2.1 PRE-DISCIPLINARITY

Let us start where the standard narrative begins: at the stage of single
disciplines. Where did they come from and how did they develop? The
historian and philosopher Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent (2016) asked this
very question and concluded that disciplines should not be envisaged as
being like trees, growing from their own trunk of pure core concepts
and practices and branching out to ever wider applications. Disciplines,
she argues, do not have and have never had a core. Rather, there has
always been a whole range of approaches to reality (conceptually as well as
experimentally), entangled with each other with no clear-cut distinctions.
Rather than a tree, Bensaude-Vincent proposes the image of the rhizome
to capture this continuum. A picture that also captures the situation is
that of the physical map of the Earth—showing different kinds of land-
scapes blending into one another, sometimes with ruptures, and here and
there a boundary, but nothing like the sharp and hard borders between
uniformly coloured nation-states that a political world map presents. That
map would be like the map of modern disciplines: clearly distinguished,
each with their own, identifying colour.

The latter should not imply that disciplines are mere fictions (we will
discuss their reality below), just that they are not naturally given, not
determined by the complex variety of theories and practices that form the
landscape of what scientists actually think and do. Just like nation-states,
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disciplines are superimposed on these practices, and the ways in which
they cut up the field are deeply contingent.

The image of physical and political maps helps to make sense of the rise
of disciplines. Just as nothing predetermined that the region of Limburg
would end up in the Netherlands (rather than Germany or Belgium),
there is little essential or decisive about what kind of scientific activity
would ever belong to what discipline. The study of heat, for example,
used to be a part of chemistry before it became a pillar of physics,
sometime in the nineteenth century. Optics was long a branch of math-
ematics, as was the design of fortifications. And until the early twentieth
century, Dutch students of the natural sciences self-identified not as scien-
tists, but as philosophers (philosoophen). Labels have shifted while others
have come and gone. What today is ‘nanoscience’ was ‘colloid chem-
istry’ a century ago. In fact, what we recognize as modern disciplines,
fields like biology and physics, emerged as institutionalized entities only
in the second half of the nineteenth century. Before that, there were no
university programmes in psychology, history, or physics, while professors
taught across the board, on subjects ranging from astronomy to medicine
or from pharmacology to zoology. The map showed only a few broad
territories, such as medicine and philosophy, with uncertain and flexible
boundaries.

2.2 Tae RiISE OoF THE DISCIPLINES

Modern disciplines as we know them are a product of the research univer-
sity that emerged (at least in Europe, Japan, Canada, and the United
States) in the second half of the twentieth century. They were not defined
by the terrain of knowledge and research practices, but by the organiza-
tion and institutionalization of the latter. Modern disciplines clustered
contingently chosen sets of theories and research approaches into special-
ized training programmes resulting in disciplinary degrees. Hence, they
created communities of experts, sharing specific vocabularies, outlooks,
skills, and values. Disciplines materialized around a whole range of insti-
tutions, such as professorial chairs, university departments, specialized
journals, research institutes, and disciplinary societies and their confer-
ences (Van Lunteren, 2013). Hence modern disciplines became isolated,
self-contained worlds, characterized by shared assumptions, practices, and
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion (Turner, 2017). They provided
a major locus of belonging that gave their members a strong sense
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of identity. International conferences especially became occasions where
disciplinary affiliation was celebrated, and participants were reminded that
their field was “The Goddess that We Serve’ (Somsen, 2023).

Leading in the process of discipline formation were the sciences and
humanities. These branches of knowledge had been liberated from their
subordinate positions in the European universities through the eleva-
tion of the former faculty of arts to the level of the higher faculties
of law, medicine, and theology. Increasing specialization in these fields,
coupled with a new research-oriented pedagogy, resulted in a gradual
transformation of the university. By the end of the nineteenth century,
modern disciplines had become the main engines of knowledge produc-
tion, and in the early twentieth century the disciplinary system expanded
through the emancipation of the social sciences. New disciplines such as
anthropology, psychology, political science, and sociology gained an inde-
pendent academic status, at least in the rapidly expanding US universities,
where the new disciplines were marked by the emergence of new depart-
ments (Ross, 1991). Although, strictly speaking, psychology is not a social
science, it was increasingly recognized as such, as were economics and, in
many cases, history.

Seen as such, transdisciplinarity’s Other, ‘monodisciplinarity’, is not
‘science as it always used to be’ but a relatively recent phenomenon
(Stichweh, 1984; Turner, 2000). While universities go back to the Middle
Ages and Academies of Science to the seventeenth century, most disci-
plines that we are familiar with are hardly a century old. During many
more preceding centuries, science and scholarship existed, but their
cartography was different. They were organized more broadly, much less
tightly institutionalized, and in ever-changing ways.

Nor can the Ivory Tower component of transdisciplinarity’s Other be
maintained. The Ivory Tower, as Steven Shapin has argued, never existed,
except as a rhetorical figure used to mark unwanted academic practices as
airy or irrelevant (Shapin, 2012). As for the modern disciplines, their insti-
tutionalization in fact relied strongly on their social relevance. In order to
sustain themselves they needed society’s support as well as a job market
for their graduates. If research in the natural sciences was closely aligned
with the needs of emerging chemical and electrical industries, and modern
agriculture, the social sciences were expected to address the problems of
the emerging industrial-urban societies. In that sense, the isolation of
disciplines was always partial at best, and ties to the wider society have
never been absent.
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2.3 TaE ORIGINS OF INTERDISCIPLINARITY

It is against this late nineteenth-century background that we need to
understand the rise of interdisciplinary approaches. If interdisciplinarity
designates research involving different disciplines that are not just juxta-
posed but interact in meaningful ways to solve certain problems, then
its emergence may be said to have followed closely upon—or even been
concomitant with—that of disciplinarity. In fact, it was precisely the
creation of hard disciplinary boundaries that made certain combinations
of approaches look like border-crossing—In the blurry, pre-disciplinary
landscape, they would hardly have been recognizable as such. Hence,
the new disciplines’” new borderlands gave rise to hybrid specialties.
These often involved the use of methods and concepts from one field
to solve problems in the other. In several cases, members of both disci-
plines contributed to this process. This phenomenon became highly
visible in around 1900 when fields like as astrophysics, physical chemistry,
genetics, and biochemistry saw the light of day. Experimental psychology,
combining physiology and philosophy, even became a full-fledged disci-
pline of'its own. More typically, however, the new fields were incorporated
in one of the mother disciplines as new sub-specialties.

This process contributed to the fragmentation of the disciplines, along
with a general tendency to specialization. Such fragmentation was a
constant source of concern, which was voiced ever louder and more
frequently after the turn of the century. While lamented, most scien-
tists also agreed that specialization was an inevitable consequence of
scientific progress, that could not be reversed. Moreover, fragmentation
hardly affected the strength of the disciplinary system. University depart-
ments, societies, conferences, and journals guarded the integrity of the
disciplines, as did an academic job market increasingly tuned to disci-
plinary distinctions (Somsen, 2023). Partial solutions were also sought in
general overviews or ‘popular’ journals aimed at a broad scholarly public
(Van Lunteren & Hollestelle, 2013). Interdisciplinarity was hence another
belated proposal for overcoming the predicament. In most cases, external
problems or needs—socio-political, economic, military, or healthcare-
related—functioned as a trigger, as they were seen to require solutions
that crossed disciplinary boundaries.

The major trigger was World War 1. The mobilization of scientists
for goal-oriented research, often through cross-disciplinary collaboration,
resulted in a new way of thinking about the way science was organized. A
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well-known example is Fritz Haber’s Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Physical
Chemistry, in Berlin. With a 50-fold increased budget, the institute set
up interdisciplinary teams focusing on subjects such as gas masks, Ersatz
explosives, and so on (Szollosi-Janze, 2017, pp. 16-17). Similarly, the
development of sound-ranging devices for artillery, resulting in human—
machine combinations, involved a teaming up of theoretical physicists,
acoustics experts, and experimental psychologists. These were not just
cases of looking at a problem from different disciplinary angles, as all
these approaches needed to be integrated in order to yield a solution.
Nor do they present examples of ‘applied science’ as the problems to
be solved required all kinds of basic research. And even if such cross-
disciplinary collaborations may not have been new per se, the vast scale
of such projects during wartime certainly was (Ash, 2019).

Whereas the main concern of disciplinary organizations remained the
integrity and preservation of the disciplines, new post-WWI umbrella
organizations, such as the US National Research Council (NRC), tended
to pay more attention to the relationship between different disciplines and
to the borderland areas (Cochrane, 1978, p. 176). Most outspoken in
these forums was the astronomer George Ellery Hale, who had been
instrumental in the foundation of the NRC during World War I. Even
before then he had proposed that the National Academy of Science foster
interest in ‘subjects lying between the old-established divisions of science:
for example, in physical chemistry, astrophysics, geophysics, etc.” (Ibid.,
p-327). He found an ally in the physicist Joseph Ames, who, upon his
appointment as Chair of the Academy’s Physical Sciences Division in
1924, established a ‘Committee on Borderland Fields’. These campaigns
for what soon was termed interdisciplinary research were continued by
NRC President Isaiah Bowman in the 1930s (ibid., pp. 328-331).

A similar trend was visible in the Social Science Research Council
(SSRC), which was founded in 1923 to promote empirical and policy-
oriented research and to foster closer integration of social sciences, such
as political science, economics, anthropology, and sociology (Worcester,
2001, pp. 15-33). It was at one of the early SSRC meetings that the term
‘interdisciplinary’ seems to have emerged. For many years, ‘co-operative
research’ continued to be a more widely used label, but by the mid-1930s,
the term started to take wing (Frank, 1988, p. 141). Its application was
no longer reserved for research, but now also included education. Even
more than in the natural sciences, interdisciplinary approaches were seen
to be required for the study and solution of many social and economic
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problems confronting modern societies. To this end, the SSRC created
special committees with representatives of several disciplines dedicated to
specific issues such as the effects of the Prohibition or the Great Depres-
sion. The great challenge of the future was deemed to be the integration
of the natural and the social sciences (Worcester, 2001, p. 6).

Interdisciplinarity was grafted onto disciplinarity, and this point is
further illustrated by a contemporary counterexample. In interwar
Europe, the social sciences were far less institutionalized than in the
United States, and, as a consequence, European social scientists tended
to have a much broader outlook. In both France and Germany, leading
social scientists like Claude Lévi-Strauss and Max Horkheimer did not see
themselves as representing a single well-defined field, but moved across
sociology, anthropology, philosophy, and political science. The Institut
Sfiir Socialforschung was founded in Frankfurt in 1923 to promote a crit-
ical understanding of the conditions of modern capitalist societies, and,
to pursue this goal, mingled classical Marxism with a healthy dose of
psychoanalytic theory and existentialist philosophy (Ross, 1991, pp. 224—
225). However, none of this work was considered ‘interdisciplinary’, as
that term presupposes the existence of well-established disciplines, which
European social science lacked.

Interdisciplinarity only occurred when there were two or more disci-
plines present, yet it happened outside the places where they were
most firmly institutionalized: universities and disciplinary societies. Early
hotspots of interdisciplinary research were umbrella organizations, like
the NRC. But even more effective were new research funding agencies,
like the Carnegie and Rockefeller Foundations in the United States, the
Kaiser Wilhelm Society in Germany, and the Medical Research Council in
Britain (Ash, 2019, p. 628). It was the MRC that boosted the new field
of biochemistry through the foundation of new research laboratories for
nutritional chemistry and bacterial chemistry in Cambridge. The Kaiser
Wilhelm Gesellschaft funded comparable extramural research institutes,
some of which were clearly intended to meet industrial demands, like
the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes for Metals, Fibre, and Coal Research and
the KWI for Anthropology, Human Heredity, and Eugenics (Ash, 2019,
p- 628). The last of these was co-funded by the Rockefeller Foundation,
as was the above-mentioned SSRC. Under the aegis of Warren Weaver,
director of Natural Science Division of the Rockefeller Foundation, the
division shifted its grants from physics to research in the life sciences,
using physical and chemical methods. This deliberately interdisciplinary
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move resulted in the new field of’molecular biology’, a term famously
coined by Weaver in 1938.

2.4 DISCIPLINES AND INTERDISCIPLINES
AFTER WORLD WAR 11

World War II gave an even greater boost to interdisciplinarity than World
War I had done. The reasons were the same: this war also produced a host
of pressing problems as well as a new string of research institutes outside
the universities. To harness scientists to the war effort the US government
established the National Defense Research Committee followed by the
even larger Office of Scientific Research and Development. Well-known
examples of interdisciplinary wartime projects involving teams of physi-
cists, chemists, mathematicians, and engineers are the Manhattan Project,
the ‘Rad Lab’ (developing radar), and the work on proximity fuses. A
German variety was the rocket programme. The war also created new
interdisciplines such as operations research. This involved a mixed team
of experts analysing particular wartime operations in order to improve
tactical planning and decision making. To this end, all kinds of relevant
data were assembled and, because of their secretive nature, made avail-
able in an operations room. The first operations research team, led by
the British physicist P.M.S. Blackett, included physiologists, mathemati-
cians, mathematical physicists, an experimental physicist, an astrophysicist,
an army officer, and a surveyor. One of its tasks was to advise on the
optimal use of radar in the defence of London against German bombing
raids. Another was to develop a strategy that would prevent German U-
boats from cutting off maritime supply-lines (Fortun & Schweber, 1993).
Similar practices were also introduced in the United States, where the
term ‘operations research’ was coined (Miser, 1980).

Such war-related efforts involving interdisciplinary teams were not
limited to the natural sciences, but also involved the social sciences and
the humanities. An example is the German Kriegseinsatz der Geisteswis-
senschaften, meant to provide a scholarly justification for the Nazis’ new
order in Europe. In the United States, research by social scientists on
the engineering of public opinion, on stress resistance among Amer-
ican soldiers, and on psychological warfare had long-lasting effects on
the sciences involved (Pooley, 2023). As in the previous world war,
research on man—machine interactions coupled social scientists with engi-

neers (Schweber, 2002). The Research and Analysis branch of the Office
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of Strategic Services (the forerunner of the CIA), established in 1942,
recruited scholars from both the humanities and the social sciences to
support intelligence work—among them seven future presidents of the
American Historical Association and five of the American Economic Asso-
ciation. As Barry Katz has argued, their wartime experiences turned many
of these participants into advocates of interdisciplinarity (Katz, 1989).

Another important new interdisciplinary field was systems analysis,
which emerged in the immediate post-war period. It focused on future
weapons systems and rational decision making on a quantitative basis
amidst many uncertainties. An early adopter was the think tank RAND
(short for Research ANd Development), created by Douglas Aircraft
Company but later becoming a non-profit, the RAND Corporation.
Although systems analysis soon widened its scope to all kinds of policy-
related complex problems, most of its research during the Cold War
concerned military issues. Most generally, it implied integrating several
research techniques into a coherent framework to enable a balance
between goals and their costs. This always implied collaboration between
various kinds of experts, including economists, engineers, managers, and
military officers (Fortun & Schweber, 1993).

One more major interdiscipline was cybernetics, the term coined by
Norbert Wiener in 1947 for the new science of control mechanisms based
on an exchange of information. It combined Wiener’s experience with
communication technologies with his interest in feedback mechanisms.
Although likewise rooted in war-related problems (in this case anti-aircraft
fire control) cybernetics became an all-encompassing worldview where
the boundaries between living systems and machines were fully blurred,
both being part of complex ‘servomechanisms’. As Wiener stressed, from
a cybernetic perspective there was little difference between a living crea-
ture and a machine: human purposeful behaviour was not different from
that of self-regulating machines. As a way of understanding and doing
it crossed disciplinary boundaries just as much as systems analysis did.
Indeed, already in 1946, several meetings were held where natural scien-
tists, mathematicians, and social scientists discussed circular causal systems
and feedback mechanisms in the life sciences and social sciences (Galison,
1994).

A final example of a new interdisciplinary field, and likewise a Cold
War product, was Area Studies. It emerged in the United States immedi-
ately after World War II in response to a widespread concern about the
lack of knowledge about new global rivals, such as the Soviet Union and
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China, and about political events in parts of Asia and Africa in the wake
of the processes of decolonization. Already in 1946, the SSRC founded
a Committee on World Area Rescarch. New research institutes, such as
Columbia’s Russian Institute (1946) and Harvard’s Russian Research
Centre, could count on lavish funding by the Carnegie, Ford, and Rock-
efeller Foundations, as well as the US government. They also had close
ties with the US intelligence agencies (Cumings, 1997).

And so interdisciplinarity had accompanied the disciplines almost as
soon as they started—just as the notion of ‘international’ followed that of
nation-states. The more disciplinary science was strengthened, the more
crossovers became self-consciously interdisciplinary. But by the 1970s,
the heyday of basic disciplinary science came to an end. Trust in the
linear model, which saw innovation as a straight development from basic
research to applied research to development, was starting to dwindle.
Interdisciplinarity now appeared as an escape. The National Science Foun-
dation, whose mission had been to support basic research, established a
programme for applied science and called it Interdisciplinary Research
Relevant to Problems of Our Society (Belanger, 1998).

Interdisciplinarity now also started to enter university education.
Programmes such as Women’s Studies, Cultural Studies, Area Studies,
and Science and Technology Studies combined multiple approaches from
the social sciences and humanities towards a particular problem area.
These were followed in the natural sciences by programmes in, for
example, environmental science, medical biology, bioinformatics, and—
perhaps most recently—circular engineering. Today, there are even wider
combinations, such as medical humanities and cultural heritage manage-
ment. Still, none of these developments has meant the end of disciplines.
Student numbers have dropped in some programmes, but it seems
unlikely that chemistry, sociology, or history will disappear. In a sense,
the rise of interdisciplinary research and teaching has as much corroded
the disciplines as it has propped them up. Interdisciplinarity needs to draw
on disciplinary approaches, or it ceases to be.

2.5 TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AND THE UNITY OF SCIENCE

Transdisciplinarity, in many ways a product of the post-Cold War era,
developed as seamlessly from interdisciplinarity as the latter did from disci-
plinarity. Thus, advocates of most schools of transdisciplinarity echoed
the familiar arguments for interdisciplinarity: above all, the inability of
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discipline-oriented science to deal with complex social challenges. More-
over, in historical overviews the emergence of transdisciplinarity is usually
dated to the International Conference on Interdisciplinary Research and
Education held at Nice in 1970 (Bernstein, 2015; Klein, 2015). This
conference was organized by the Centre for Educational Research and
Innovation which had just been established by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) with the help of a
grant from the Ford Foundation. It was the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget
who allegedly first used the word ‘transdisciplinarity’ in his talk on “The
Epistemology of Interdisciplinary Relationships’. His largely philosoph-
ical discourse addressed ways to integrate various disciplinary approaches
in non-reductionist, non-hierarchical structuralist manner. At the end of
his presentation, he expressed the hope of reaching a higher synthesis
expressing the unity of science: ‘This would be “transdisciplinarity”,
which would not only cover interactions or reciprocities between special-
ized research projects but would place these relationships within a total
system without any firm boundaries between disciplines’ (Piaget, 1972,
p- 138).

The striving for epistemological unification in science had a long
heritage, going back to late nineteenth-century philosopher-scientists like
Ernst Mach and Karl Pearson. After World War I the unity of science
became an overriding theme among the logical empiricists, resulting in a
series of international conferences on the unity of science and the foun-
dation by Otto Neurath of the Institute for the Unity of Science in The
Hague (Cat, 2021; Kamminga & Somsen, 2016). Neurath and his Vienna
companions coupled their philosophical programme explicitly to higher
social and political goals, i.e. ‘endeavors toward a new organization of
economic and social relations, toward the unification of mankind, toward
a reform of school and education’ (Carnap, Hahn & Neurath (1928)
cited in Uebel, 2020, p. 37).

After the war this tradition was continued in the United States, espe-
cially at Cambridge, Massachusetts, where Philipp Franck, also formerly
a Vienna Circle member, founded another Institute for the Unity of
Science. The new view of unity that emerged here was closely connected
to the US-post-war perception of the cross-connections between disci-
plines and the rapid rise of interdisciplines like cybernetics and operations
research (Galison, 1998).

In the 1960s, the Hungarian-British polymath Michael Polanyi, like-
wise a scientist-philosopher, teamed up with US colleagues to organize
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a Study Group on the Unity of Knowledge. Casting his net wider than
his US predecessors, Polanyi not only sought to integrate different disci-
plinary approaches in a higher non-reductionist synthesis, but also aimed
to include other forms of knowing such as art and religion—hence unity
of knowledge, rather than sciemce. In contrast to the logical empiricists’
creed that a scientific worldview would help to solve humanity’s prob-
lems, Polanyi considered the rampant scientism and positivism of his
time to be responsible for the recent crises. The Study Group organized
several international interdisciplinary conferences with financial support
from the Ford Foundation. Leading scientists and scholars and, occasion-
ally, artists attended these meetings to discuss a wide variety of problems
and find common ground. One of the gatherings discussed the psycholog-
ical theory of Piaget, whose anti-reductionist ideas about the relationship
between the sciences went back to 1918, and who also participated
(Breytspraak & Mullins, 2020).

The point of this little exposé is to show that neither the 1970 confer-
ence, nor the ideas presented there, were unprecedented. They were part
of a long-standing debate that flared up again in the late 1960s. Indeed,
even Polanyi’s call for a higher synthesis that would incorporate non-
academic, more spiritual kinds of knowledge, was hardly new. Such calls
had been rampant in the early twentieth century, and even more so in
the interwar period, and they generally overshadowed the more scientistic
approaches of the logical empiricists (Baneke, 2008).

Piaget’s linking of the term ‘transdisciplinarity’ to the long-standing
concerns about the fragmentation of science and the resulting quest
for a shared conceptual framework has been consolidated by several
later advocates of transdisciplinarity, such as the US philosopher Kockel-
mans (1979), and more recently the Romanian particle physicist Basarab
Nicolescu. The latter managed to institutionalize his views on transdisci-
plinarity in multiple ways. In 1987, he founded the International Center
for Transdisciplinary Research and Studies in Paris. He was also the co-
founder, with the Swiss philosopher and art historian René Berger, of
the Study Group on Transdisciplinarity at UNESCO (1992), as well as
being the main author of the Charter on Transdisciplinarity (1994) that
resulted from the First World Congress on Transdisciplinarity held in
Portugal in 1994. His co-authors were the French philosopher Edgar
Morin and the Portuguese artist Lima de Freitas. Nicolescu also helped
organize the 1997 Locarno International Congress of Transdisciplinarity
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as well as the 2005 Second World Congress of Transdisciplinarity in Brazil
(Bernstein, 2015; McGregor, 2015).

The tenor of Nicolescu’s writings was above all deeply humanistic,
echoing several of Polanyi’s concerns. Indeed, what was beyond the
disciplines was, above all, the Human Subject. An improved method-
ology should include the subject, i.e. experiences, meanings, values, and
emotions. Tellingly, the 1994 Charter related the need for a ‘synthesis
‘across, between and beyond’ disciplines’ to ‘the complexity of our world
and the present challenge of the spiritual and material self-destruction of
the human species’, ‘a techno-science that obeys only the terrible logic of
efficacy of efficacy’s sake’, and ‘the present rupture between increasingly
quantitative knowledge and increasingly impoverished inner identity’ (De
Freitas et al., 1994).

2.6 TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AND MODE
2 KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

Another, more practical, research-oriented school of self-proclaimed
transdisciplinarians likewise emerged in a smooth way from interdisci-
plinary foundations. Its main aim was to redirect scientific and techno-
logical research to the solution of the increasingly complex real-world
problems confronting humanity, using different perspectives and method-
ologies. These may, but need not, derive from existing disciplines. Rather
than striving for an overarching method based on an underlying meta-
physics, as in the Nicolescu school, here the aim was to generate
conceptualizations and methods in the context of application. As we have
seen, many twentieth-century advocates of interdisciplinarity had shared
this application-oriented outlook. However, several characteristics were
added to the primacy of problem-oriented research.

An important source of inspiration for this school of transdisciplinarity
was the publication of The New Production of Knowledge by the writers’
collective Michael Gibbons, Camille Limoges, Helga Nowotny, Simon
Schwartzman, Peter Scott, and Martin Trow (Gibbons et al., 1994).
In contrast to the scientist-philosophers whom we encountered in the
previous, more philosophical school, these authors were mostly rooted in
the social sciences. In their book, they highlighted the supposedly new
trend of ‘Mode 2 knowledge production’, which they contrasted with a
long-standing traditional approach, named ‘Mode 1’. The book was both
a description of, and a plea for, this new approach.
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Whereas Mode 1 was characterized by the focus on problems shaped
by the interests of disciplinary communities, i.e. basic science, Mode 2
was seen to be application-oriented, transdisciplinary, socially distributed,
and reflexive. Here transdisciplinarity referred to the transient networks
of researchers with differing backgrounds and the methodological oppor-
tunism that transcended disciplinary boundaries, the social distribution to
non-local collaborations, and the possible involvement of non-academics,
such as representatives from industry, government, or non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and adopting reflexivity to replace the objective
‘view from nowhere’ by multiple situated views. At the organizational
level, this latter aspect amounted to a shift from a ‘culture of autonomy’
to a ‘culture of accountability’ (Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al.,
2001).

These ideas were in line with the research practices of Swiss and
German researchers on environmental problems in the 1990s and, partly
for that reason, they were central to the 2000 International Congress
in Zurich on Transdisciplinarity: joint problem-solving among science,
technology, and society. In the vision that emerged at this conference,
reflexivity and, even more so, stakeholder participation, were seen as
essential characteristics of transdisciplinarity, rather than Mode 2 add-ons.
Ideally, stakeholders and ‘end-users’ should be involved in both the design
of the transdisciplinary research projects as well as in their execution. The
Congress gave rise to the foundation in 2002 of the Swiss-based Network
for Transdisciplinary Research, which has been instrumental in spreading
the new view of transdisciplinarity. Meanwhile, this view has been widely
adopted by institutes and researchers all over the world (Bernstein, 2015;
Klein, 2015; McGregor, 2015).

Although there is common ground between both schools—for
instance, a joint concern about the complex problems facing today’s
world—there are also clear distinctions. Whereas the Nicolesu school
strives to understand the world from a unitary viewpoint, the Zurich
school aims to do science in a better and more useful way. As a result,
current reviews of the literature on transdisciplinarity tend to distinguish
the Nicolescu school from the Zurich or Swiss-German school. However,
their approaches—one theoretical, the other more practical—are seen as
complementary rather than as being in opposition (McGregor, 2015).
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2.7 CONCLUSION

The development of disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary
science cannot, therefore, be seen as a process of three consecutive stages.
On the contrary, interdisciplinarity emerged almost in tandem with the
disciplines themselves, and transdisciplinarity repeated important orien-
tations and justifications from interdisciplinary initiatives. Besides, the
disciplinary matrix onto which the other forms were grafted cannot itself
be seen as a preordained starting point. The modern disciplines are recent
phenomena and, moreover, themselves contingent clusters of research
practices around themes and social demands that presented themselves
at particular moments. The actual, physical map of knowledge-making
shows a rough and unruly landscape with no absolute borders—even
what counts as scientific versus lay, experiential, or amateur knowledge
is far from predetermined. What counted as science and disciplines were
once projected onto this map, and interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
revisions are rearrangements of such projections.
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CHAPTER 3

Structuring Design & Evaluation
in Transdisciplinarity for Transformation

Barbara J. Regeer, Kristinan P. W. Kok, Alexandra Lux,
Danzel J. Lanyg, and Barbara van Mierlo

3.1 INTRODUCTION

While transdisciplinary knowledge production is increasingly gaining trac-
tion in academic and policy environments, initiating and guiding such
approaches is not straightforward and comes with challenges. These
challenges concern, among other things, methodological and practical
difficulties that arise in the ‘fuzzy reality’ of doing transdisciplinary
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research (Brandt et al., 2013; Lang et al., 2012). An overarching chal-
lenge for transdisciplinary research design and evaluation relates to the
emergent nature of transdisciplinary efforts. Because such approaches aim
to bridge the gap between knowledge and action, they should be designed
and enacted to accommodate flexibility for, adaptation to and anticipation
of emergent local needs and contextual developments (Fazey et al., 2018;
Lux et al., 2019; Van Veen et al., 2014). Or, as Defila and Di Giulio
eloquently phrase it in their chapter in this volume (Chapter 5, p. 140):
there is the ‘inevitability of the non-plannability’ but also, from, among
others, a funders’ perspective, ‘the necessity of having a reliable and robust
research plan’ (see also, e.g., Dahl Gjefsen et al., Chapter 4, this volume).

Given that transdisciplinarity can be characterized as deeply practice-
based (West et al., 2019), situated (Zuiderent-Jerak, 2015), and highly
contextualized (Caniglia et al., 2021; Norstrom et al., 2020), it is
hard to imagine standardized procedures or a fixed body of methods,
since these would very much depend upon the goals of the project
and the background of those involved (see also Defila & Di Giulio,
Chapter 5, this volume). The plurality of normative frameworks and
the diverse ways of knowing and doing embodied by those involved
pose challenges one would not encounter in more homogeneous collab-
orative (research) projects. Moreover, scholars emphasize that transdis-
ciplinary co-production processes can also be understood as involving
political practices (Kok et al., 2021; Turnhout et al., 2020), requiring
those managing and facilitating transdisciplinarity to reflexively engage
with, navigate and steer the political dynamics of co-production, while
recognizing that it is challenging to do this from a neutral stance.

In the context of transdisciplinary research, such a manifestation of
certainty is what transdisciplinary scholars, early-career researchers and
novel transdisciplinary practitioners have advocated for, and developed,
in the form of (methodological) guidelines, standards or frameworks
supporting co-production processes (cf. Lang et al., 2012; Lux et al.,
2019). Such guidelines or standards support teams in ‘doing transdisci-
plinarity’, and are particularly helpful at the planning and design stages of
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transdisciplinary projects, for instance when research proposals need to be
submitted to PhD supervisors or to funders. Similarly, funding agencies
are increasingly tasked with assessing or evaluating (the transformative
impacts of) transdisciplinary research projects; the increasingly detailed
evaluation frameworks or models (e.g. Kok et al., 2023; Lawrence et al.,
2022; Luederitz et al., 2017; Lux et al., 2019; Schifer et al., 2021;
Schneider et al., 2019a; Walter et al., 2007) bear witness to this. While
frameworks are of paramount importance in guiding transdisciplinary
practice, they require necessary simplification and condensing of complex
processes, thereby risking to not do full justice to the hugely entangled
and messy character of transdisciplinarity. Simplification and reification
are amplified by the schematic representation of transdisciplinary research
design by means of models depicting a phased process with clearly delin-
eated steps, or evaluation frameworks with a comprehensive set of criteria
with which transdisciplinary research projects should comply (e.g. Belcher
et al., 2016).

As the examples of learning questions in Chapter 1 show, this is where
tensions arise: How to do justice to the emergent and situated nature of
transdisciplinary practices, while there is also a need to plan and budget
research and other activities? And subsequently, how can guidelines or
standards be designed in a way that they provide guidance, while simulta-
neously embracing uncertainty and the open-ended nature and the fuzzy
and political practice of ‘doing’ transdisciplinarity?

In Part I of this volume, we introduce chapters that variously seek
to provide answers to the questions above. They aim to contribute to
providing ‘just enough structure’ to those working in transdisciplinary
research, from the level of ‘micro-scale’ interactions in inclusive spaces
(Chapter 7), to supporting transformation-oriented research processes in
the course of managing projects ex durante (Chapter 6) and designing
(Chapter 4) and evaluating (Chapter 5) larger transdisciplinary projects.
In this introductory chapter, we set the scene by elaborating on the
different ways that the literature has dealt with design and evalua-
tion of transdisciplinarity. We highlight a number of challenges and
‘non-negotiables’ in doing design and evaluation. Before exploring the
challenges in applying frameworks in the ‘real’ fuzzy work of transdisci-
plinarity, let us look into a number of ideal-typical conceptualizations of
transdisciplinary research.
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3.2 DESIGN AND EVALUATION FRAMEWORKS:
IDEAL-TYPICAL DEPICTIONS OF MESSY PRACTICES

Frameworks are deliberate simplifications of a phenomenon, process
or situation; they are often constructed by decontextualizing situated
complexities into more generic overviews. Frameworks are crucially
important in transdisciplinarity, as they help researchers and practitioners
to design, monitor and evaluate transdisciplinary processes. For instance,
the much-cited ‘conceptual model of an ideal-typical transdisciplinary
process’ (e.g. Jahn et al., 2012; Lang et al., 2012) is built up of years
of experience with transdisciplinary research processes e.g. in the context
of the Institute for Social-Ecological Research and the Leuphana Univer-
sity in Germany. It is qualified as ‘ideal-typical’ as it amplifies certain
characteristics that are considered common in the pluriform practice of
transdisciplinary research. The common characteristics are, first, the three
phases that have formed the core of the model since its inception (Jahn &
Keil, 20006); and, second, a set of generic design principles, linked to the
three phases (see Table 3.1). Phase A focuses on framing the problem and
team building; phase B on the co-creation of solution-oriented transfer-
able knowledge and phase C on the (re-)integration and application of the
created knowledge. Throughout the process, the emphasis is on bringing
together actors from social and scientific practice and ensuring that what
happens and is produced in the process is relevant for all involved.
Feedback loops from both practices are seen as informing the transdisci-
plinary research process, which is therefore problem-oriented, integrative,
and context-situated (Jahn et al., 2012). Together, these characteristics,
collated into a model (see Fig. 3.1), aim to provide experience-based
guidelines to practitioners and researchers alike.

A second example of a framework for transdisciplinary research is the
Interactive Learning and Action (ILA)! approach, which was developed
30 years ago (Bunders, 1994) in the context of involving small-scale
farmers in decision-making on biotechnological innovations, agricultural
research and development in low- and middle-income countries.? This

1 Note that in the area of biomedical and health (policy) research, the approach is more
often referred to as the Dialogue Model (Abma & Broerse, 2010).

2 Over the past decades, the approach was tested and evaluated in various different
fields, including agricultural research (Broerse & Bunders, 2000; Swaans et al., 2009;
Zweekhorst, 2004), biomedical and health (policy) research (Caron-Flinterman et al.,
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Table 3.1 Design principles for transdisciplinary research in sustainability

science

Phase

Design principles

Phase A

Phase B

Phase C

General Design Principles (cutting across
the three phases)

Build a collaborative research team
Create joint understanding and
definition of the sustainability problem
to be addressed

Collaboratively define the boundary/
research object, research objectives as
well as specific research questions, and
success criteria

Design a methodological framework
for collaborative knowledge production
and integration

Assign and support appropriate roles
for practitioners and researchers

Apply and adjust integrative research
methods and transdisciplinary settings
for knowledge generation and
integration

Realize two-dimensional integration
Generate targeted products for both
parties

Evaluate scientific and societal impact
Facilitate continuous formative
evaluation

Mitigate conflict constellations
Enhance capabilities for and interest in
participation

Note in the original article, each design principle is accompanied by a guiding question

Adapted from Lang et al. (2012)

process of prototyping, evaluating and adjusting the approach in a large
number of fields over many decades has resulted in a robust framework for
a multi-stakeholder, multi-phased, dialogical process. It revolves around
four key interrelated factors (Betten et al., 2013):

2006; Harmsen et al., 2022) as well as in the area of emerging technologies such as
synthetic biology (Betten et al.,2013) and neuroimaging (Arentshorst et al., 2015).
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Fig. 3.1 Conceptual model of an ideal-typical transdisciplinary research process
(Lang et al., 2012, p. 28, with reference to Bergmann et al., 2005; Jahn, 2008;
Keil, 2009; Bunders et al., 2010)

o Articulation of experientinl knowledge, especially of groups normally
not engaged in research and innovation practices, such as citizens,

patients or end-users;

o Knowledge co-creation, integrating social stakeholders’ experiential
and professional knowledge with researchers’ scientific knowledge,
taking into account real-life complexities and the myriad views,

perspectives, needs and wishes that come with this complexity;

e Embedding or anchoring new ways of thinking about, organizing
and doing research in the research system through realizing ‘quick
wins’, and creating a support network of people with key positions

in the ‘system’ for advice and support (Broerse, 1998); and
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o Process fucilitation to facilitate the above, while working to increase
levels of trust between stakeholders with typically high-power differ-
entials.

While the approach is characterized by an interactive and itera-
tive emergent action-learning process, it is often described as roughly
following five phases (see Box 3.1).

Box 3.1: The phases of the ILA approach (based on Swaans et al.
[2009] and Betten et al. [2013]).

Phase 1: Exploratory phase

Establishing a research team, obtaining a preliminary overview of devel-
opments in the problem context through literature review and exploratory
interviews, engaging with the local community and reaching agreement
between stakeholders on general issues and procedures for collaboration.

Phase 2: In-depth phase

Identifying and analysing the problem perceptions, opinions, needs and
ideas of the different stakeholders, including researchers. Because of asym-
metry in power and knowledge between different stakeholder groups, in
this phase stakeholders are consulted separately.

Phase 3: Integration phase
The perspectives of the different stakeholders are compared and, as
much as possible, integrated by means of multi-stakeholder dialogue.

Phase 4: Priovity setting and action planning
Stakeholders address conflicts and seek consensus on priority issues,
common goals and plan of action.

Phase 5: Implementation phase
Participants determine and take action, monitor progress and evaluate
results through continuous multi-stakeholder learning-action spirals.
After the first three phases, a spiral of activities keeps recurring: plan-
act-observe-reflect-(re)plan, etc. (see Fig. 3.2).
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Fig. 3.2
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A third example we highlight here originates from an in-depth anal-
ysis of 16 transdisciplinary research projects, with the aim of identifying
elements in approaches to transdisciplinary research that systemically
strengthen the potential for social effectiveness (Lux et al., 2019). The
elements identified together constitute the Translmpact approach, which
provides guidance for the adaptive shaping of transdisciplinary research
processes. They are not structured according to specific phases, but rather
according to areas of prime importance in transdisciplinary research for
transformation (see Fig. 3.3). It first states that awareness of the context
in which the project takes place is key (left-hand side): this is about
recognizing and understanding (a) the Aistory of the given problem
including the causes and dynamics behind it, and previous relationships
between actors; (b) the environmental context more broadly; (c) the
heterogeneity between and among different actor groups, in terms of their
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interests, expectations, institutional mindsets and organizational settings;
and (d) the funding conditions. It secondly provides recommendations
to clarify, observe, assess and adapt (a) all aspects that facilitate a better
understanding of the problem situation and the application context; (b)
commectivity to action contexts to enable uptake of results; (c) roles and
responsibilities of each of the partners, in particular regarding knowledge
integration and supporting knowledge transfer; (d) the plural interests,
concerns, normative frameworks, hidden agendas or unshared objectives
of those involved; and (¢) a positive and inspiring collaboration culture.
All three example frameworks have value by condensing and struc-
turing hugely entangled and messy processes. They guide the building
of transdisciplinary research as a profession (Hoffmann et al., 2022)
and provide credibility and legitimacy to different modes of research
(Verwoerd et al., 2020). It is interesting, in this regard, that early-career
researchers, in the context of a transdisciplinary doctoral programme,
noted that developing attachments to transdisciplinarity at an epistemic
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Fig. 3.3 TransImpact approach to foster potential for effectiveness in TDR
(from Lux et al., 2019)
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level was experienced as difficult, particularly because of a lack of adequate
methodological or theoretical repertoire (Felt et al., 2013). As such,
frameworks can become a ‘point of reference’ (Timmermans & Berg,
2010, p. 24, cited in Erisman, 2024) for those practising or evaluating
transdisciplinary research projects.

While some authors express caution regarding the straightforward
application of condensed models or frameworks (e.g. Erisman et al.,
2024; Lawrence et al., 2022), others value exactly that. By definition,
ideal types are not meant to mirror ‘reality’, but rather by highlighting
certain common characteristics they tend to become prescriptive (Pohl
et al., 2021). Belcher and colleagues (2016), for instance, constructed a
comprehensive framework setting out principles and criteria for assessing
the quality of transdisciplinary research, based on a systematic review,
and stated that such a framework should be ‘versatile’: ‘it should be
useful to researchers and collaborators as a guide [emphasis added] to
research design and management, and to internal and external reviews
and assessors’ (2016, p. 8). It is also in view of this need for guidance
in conducting, but also for evaluating the impact of, transdisciplinary
research, that scholars articulate challenges that find their origin in the
tension between systematization and open-endedness (e.g. Kok et al.,
2023; Lawrence et al., 2022).

3.3 CHALLENGES

Based on the literature and our own experience, we see three types
of challenges in the application of design and evaluation principles or
frameworks as guidelines transdisciplinary practice. We elaborate on these
challenges, not as a critique on existing frameworks and guidelines, but
as a starting point to formulate strategies to best make use of such frame-
works in practice. The first is that principles as such do not provide
practical guidance if you do not know how to put them into practice. The
second is that dealing with many principles can be overwhelming. The
third one, that is particularly present in transdisciplinary research aimed
at transformation, is that there is a tendency in the frameworks to focus
mostly on process-oriented aspects of transdisciplinary research.

With regard to the first challenge, working according to the principles
requires experience and acquired sensitivities. It is one thing to say that
there are power imbalances of which the researcher should be aware and
enhance trust and equitable relations. It is another to facilitate processes
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of empowerment and balance power differences (see also Part II of this
volume). Further, it is one thing to say that historicity is important, and
another to be sensitive to the difference between spending too much time
and resources, or conversely too little, on preliminary investigation of
path-dependency and the causes of lock-in. This also applies to principles
that might seem contradictory. For instance, it is widely acknowledged
that in transdisciplinary research we need to explicitly recognize the
multiple ways of knowledge and doing (Norstrom et al., 2020), while
we need to ensure that the process is goal-oriented by ‘articulating clearly
defined, shared and meaningful goals that are related to the challenge at
hand’ (ibid., p. 5). We can then yet again formulate a principle to that
effect, such as balancing diversity and directionality (Kok et al., 2021) or
balancing opening up and closing down (van Mierlo et al., 2020). This
would, however, still require an idea of how to select participatory, inclu-
sive and integrative methods and concepts and whom to include in what
way in the project. How could one be sure that the selected methods are
applied in an effective manner?

Second, many principles could be perceived to be too ambitious and
thus do not seem realistic. We often read that transdisciplinary research
means including a// relevant stakeholders in all phases of the process. In
most cases it is quite impossible to involve all stakeholders and various
studies have indeed shown different kinds of involvement of a selection of
stakeholders across phases (e.g. Enengel et al., 2012; Pohl et al., 2021).
Do we demarcate the scope of stakeholders’ involvement through the
roles they may take (e.g. Defila & Di Giulio, this volume)? Or can we
think about having some unusual relationships between different types
of actors? Another example, to which we alluded above, is the emphasis
on contextualization. Lux and colleagues (2019), for instance, emphasize
that the environment of a problem shapes the possibilities and limits for
projects that achieve an impact—and without understanding this context,
projects may “fail’ or fall short of their potential. But what does that mean?
There are so many different levels, so many developments that may seem
relevant. The question is then, what would constitute smart or targeted
contextualization? A final example of a principle that is often mentioned
as essential but seems out of reach to most, even experienced, transdisci-
plinary practitioners is the emphasis on reflexivity. Whether understood
as critical reflection of underlying assumptions and contextual condi-
tions with the aid of various reflective exercises and tools (e.g. Van der
Meij et al., 2018) or the ability of a transdisciplinary project to change
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both internal and external interdependencies, guiding rules and discourse
(Beers & van Mierlo, 2017), the common idea is that the deeper the
level of reflection, the more effective the (learning for) change will be
(see also Part III). Moreover, reflection is often phrased as having to take
place continuounsly. It may be clear that endless and continuous reflection
to increase reflexivity is not only unrealistic, but also has its downsides,
such as a show of confessional virtues, or strong constructivism leaving
nothing ‘real” upon which to act (Pels, 2000).

And third, frameworks tend to be oriented more to processes, while
putting less emphasis on the contents and realization of desired future
visions, ideas about solutions and the like: this can be suggesting that
many frameworks might be more about ‘transdisciplinarity’ than about
‘transformation’. Though this is understandable, as many frameworks
are developed to guide transdisciplinary research, for those aspiring to
contribute to transformation this could pose a challenge. Frameworks
place an emphasis on the need for knowledge co-creation, for mutual
learning, for addressing power dynamics, and for reflection. However, it
is difficult, if not impossible, to guarantee that even if all these elements
are in place, practices are changing, social situations are even improved
in the experience of those affected, let alone that we are able to make
tangible the transformative effects of the transdisciplinary intervention
(Erisman et al., 2024; Kok et al., 2023; Lux et al., 2019; Schneider
etal., 2019b). With a growing body of literature studying the dynamics of
(and approaches to) transdisciplinary research practices comes the risk of
understanding processes of collaboration, co-creation, social learning and
reflexivity becoming ends in themselves, rather than a means to an end
(see also the concluding Chapter 19 of this volume). Process criteria and
outcome criteria are often treated as both important, but also separate
(e.g. Swaans et al., 2009; Walter et al., 2007). Conceptualizing trans-
disciplinary research designs and evaluation schemes in such a way that
a relationship with the aspired (short-, midterm- or long-term) trans-
formation is integrated throughout, is still in its infancy (Lux et al.,
2019; Williams & Robinson, 2020; see also Regeer et al., Chapter 1,
this volume).
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3.4 OurtLooKk: TOWARDS JUST ENOUGH STRUCTURE

In a recent overview of the field, and after highlighting challenges in
transdisciplinary research, Lawrence and colleagues (2022, p. 58) state
that ‘evaluation frameworks such as those described previously need to be
flexible enough for researchers to adapt them to their own context, while
nevertheless being rigorous enough and retaining sufficient structure to
allow a thorough analysis of the results and especially for comparing
results across cases’. In our view, this recognition of inherent challenges
associated with transdisciplinary research, and the fact that transdisci-
plinary practices, by definition, do not take place in splendid isolation,
therefore calls for reflecting upon how frameworks can best provide guid-
ance to practice. More precisely, we believe it calls for research design and
evaluation frameworks that provide ‘just enough structure’.?

One avenue to advance the debate is to further specify design and eval-
uation frameworks by connecting them to emerging research on different
modes of transdisciplinary research. One could argue that every trans-
disciplinary practice is unique and contains so much variation, that a
straightforward design or blueprint is not possible. A more nuanced take
stresses that transdisciplinary comes in a number of forms and shapes, or
in fact patterns or ‘modes’: Chambers and colleagues (2021), based on an
analysis of 32 co-production initiatives to address complex sustainability
challenges, identify six modes of co-production: (1) researching solu-
tions; (2) empowering voices; (3) brokering power; (4) reframing power;
(5) navigating differences; and (6) reframing agency. Similarly, Jahn and
colleagues (2022) on the basis of 59 sustainability-oriented projects iden-
tify five (transdisciplinary) research modes: (1) purely academic research;
(2) practice consultation; (3) selective practitioner involvement; (4) ideal—
typical transdisciplinary research; and (5) practice-oriented research. One
may be able to identify specific, or more tailored, process characteristics
and guiding principles for each of the modes of co-production that may
reduce the discrepancies between framework and actual practice.

Where further specification and focusing on different modes of trans-
disciplinary research is one appropriate strategy, another option is to zoom

3 Being aware of the many interpretations of ‘structure’ in the social sciences, and
studies on social transformation (cf. Kok, 2023), in this chapter we consider structure as
both enabling actors in ‘doing’ and their transdisciplinary practice through guidance, while
not constraining them to act otherwise, thus to allow for flexibility and open-endedness.
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out and identify non-negotiable principles to which one must always
adhere, regardless of the mode of transdisciplinarity, the setting, context
or empirical domain. Such non-negotiables can complement existing
frameworks, and help to reflect upon how these can provide guidance
in practice. We—the authors—followed this strategy in a panel discussion
on the topic at the Interdisciplinary Transdisciplinarity Conference 2021.
In the panel, we explored how ‘just enough structure’ could be provided
for transdisciplinary practices. Building on our shared exploration, in this
section, we thus articulate four non-negotiables that we consider provide
just enough structure for the practice of transdisciplinarity.

34.1  Non-negotiable 1: Acknowledging Situatedness
of Transdisciplinary Practice

One important remedy in addressing the uncomfortable relationship
between the messiness of practices and the neatness of ideal-typical depic-
tions that we can recognize in all three examples above is the emphasis
each approach places on the situatedness of transdisciplinary research (cf.
Norstrom et al., 2020; Zuiderent-Jerak, 2015). This is also extensively
recognized by the authors of the discussed frameworks themselves. For
instance, Lux and colleagues (2019) speak about awareness and under-
standing of the historicity of the problem field, and Lang and colleagues
(2012) emphasize the need for a phase of joint understanding and defini-
tion of the sustainability problem to be addressed. This is also articulated
in work by Horcea-Milcu et al. (2022), who elaborate on the use of a
‘phase 0’ in transdisciplinarity. In the ILA approach, the first three phases
are dedicated to the same issue, delving into both separate consultations
of problem understandings of stakeholder groups, because of asymmetry
in power (phase 2) and multi-stakeholder dialogues about these different
understandings (phase 3). Furthermore, while Lux and colleagues (2019)
discuss the importance of understanding and connecting to the context
of action to ensure uptake, Lang and colleagues (2012) emphasize two-
dimensional integration through targeted products and deliverables for
the realms of society and of science, and the ILA approach integrates
the notion of embedding or anchoring. In terms of including situated-
ness in the way the frameworks are presented, we see that Lang and
colleagues (2012) attempt to ‘breathe life into the principles through
illustrative examples of challenges to comply with them [...] as encoun-
tered in transdisciplinary projects’ across the globe (Lang et al., 2012,
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p. 27) and that articles on the ILA such as Swaans and colleagues
(2009) on promoting food security and well-being among HIV /AIDS-
affected households in South Africa and Broerse and colleagues (2010)
on including burn survivors in setting research agendas, are appreciated
because they provide worked examples of transdisciplinary research in
action.

3.4.2  Non-negotiable 2: Acknowledging Pluralities
of Knowing—A Mindset of Curiosity

The second non-negotiable is the acknowledgement of plurality of knowl-
edges, understandings and normative frameworks. And this is not a matter
of just knowing, or writing about it. It goes much deeper and is far more
a matter of being, or a mindset. It involves putting ourselves into other
people’s shoes (see also Schon & Rein, 1994) and trying to understand
and value different ways of knowing. When we acknowledge the depth of
the intertwinement between knowing and being (following Wittgenstein,
1953), it becomes evident how devious a recommendation this is. And,
as outlined in Chapter 1 of this volume, our shared social and profes-
sional practices constitute our ways of being and knowing. So, while
transdisciplinarity might be partly about creating transformative spaces,
offering room to experiment without having to be accountable, in those
spaces, to the rules of our professional or disciplinary homes, at the same
time this poses tensions, because of other attachments, which might frus-
trate participants if unaddressed (Regeer & Bunders, 2009; Regeer et al.,
2011).

Furthermore, some of us are considered, or consider themselves, as
experts, which adds to the inherent epistemological challenge of being
able to put ourselves into other people’s shoes and view the world
through their perspectives. Box 3.2 presents an illustrative example that
we take from a transdisciplinary approach that has been referred to as
Human Capacity for Response (HCfR), or the Community Life Compe-
tence Process (CLCP) (Zachariah et al., 2023). To acknowledge the
plural ways of knowing and understanding, curiosity from a position of
humility seems a good point to start. This might be harder for those who
need to unlearn being an expert than it is for those new to the work
(Zachariah et al., 2023).
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Box 3.2: On the challenge of being an expert

The transdisciplinary Human Capacity for Response (HCfR) approach was
first developed as a working model for AIDS competence by Jean-Louis
Lamboray and colleagues in the 1990s (Campbell & Rader, 1995; Lamb-
oray & Skevington, 2001), when HIV/AIDS was still a leading cause
for death in many countries across the globe. It radically rejects earlier
responses, whereby peer educators would go to a community and teach.
In What Makes Us Human, in which Jean-Louis Lamboray reflects on
decades of experience with the approach, he cites Toussaint, one of the
facilitators in the Democratic Republic of Congo, who remembers: ‘On
any given day, I would go to a community, where I was invited as an
expert. Installed at the high table, I would unpack my stuft and start my
speech: “Pan, pan, pan, this is how you catch HIV. Pan, pan, pan, this is
how you do not catch it. Pan, pan, pan, this is what you must do to avoid
it.” Then I would invite people to ask questions, and I’d answer them. If
there were no more questions, I would pack my things and leave until the
next meeting’ (Lamboray, 2016, chapter 3). The HCfR framework reflects
the belief that people have the capacity to care, change, hope, lead, and
belong as & community, and that communities can harness these capacities
to collectively address challenges (Lamboray, 2016). It uses the wisdom
generated from people’s experiences rather than from experts’ knowledge
and opinions. Toussaint continues: “Now [...] I come as a friend, I sit, and
I ask questions. I let people talk about what they have done since my last
visit, and I listen. And what do the communities do? They get the informa-
tion they need to take action, they go en masse to get tested for HIV, and
they visit families affected by AIDS” (Lamboray, 2016, chapter 3). Lamb-
oray speaks of another facilitator, Antoine: ‘Antoine likes to remind us that
old habits die hard, and it is easy to resume the role of an expert. “The old
man is asleep in us. He can wake up at any moment!” But when we have
tasted the joy of sharing, and when we choose to appreciate the strengths
of each person, of each family, of each community, then we progressively
lose the desire to resume that role’ (Lamboray, 2016, chapter 3).

34.3  Non-negotiable 3: Keeping Aspived Transformation Centre
Stage

The third non-negotiable in the context of transdisciplinary project
focusing on sustainability transformations is the need to not only focus on
process criteria or process characteristics but to ensure a continual focus
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on the aspired change itself. There are legitimate reasons to concentrate
primarily on input, process criteria and direct outputs (rather than aspired
outcomes and impacts) in designing and evaluating multi-stakeholder
approaches to complex societal problems. For one, there is the so-called
ceiling of accountability (Bemme, 2019), which draws a line at what
professionals can be held accountable for when conducting a programme
or project. Due to the complex interplay of a multitude of factors in
the context of ‘wicked’ problems—there are so many unforeseen reasons
why a programme might or might not contribute to an aspired change
and longer timeframes (sometimes decades) are needed to start seeing
aspired outcomes—that it only seems fair to draw this line. However, with
the ceiling of accountability having moved in the direction of increas-
ingly tangible activities and outputs, aided by efforts to break down the
complexity of transdisciplinary research into seemingly manageable activ-
ities (e.g. Belcher et al.; 2016 define 27 criteria, or pointers for action,
divided over four themes), the connection with the intended impacts risks
of getting lost in the actual practice of transdisciplinarity (Schifer et al.,
2021). At the same time, there is an increasing awareness that moving
the aspired change from beyond the ceiling of accountability, back to
centre stage, may change the dynamics within the entire process, and
between actors and organizations, and hence create more effective and
lasting impacts.

344  Non-negotiable 4: Stimulate Action-Learning Spivals

Each of the approaches emphasizes the importance of iterative forma-
tive evaluation (Lang et al., 2012), action-learning spirals (Betten et al.,
2013) and increasing reflexivity through a process of clarification, obser-
vation, assessment and adaption (Lux et al., 2019) in order to support the
doing in action rather than the designing of transdisciplinary research.
There are several promising developments that can aid in this process,
because, in parallel to the (re)emergence and development of the idea
of transdisciplinary research since the beginning of the century, the idea
of accompanying this challenging practice with research to support its
conduct has also emanated. It has gone under different names, ranging
from the Interactive Learning and Action (ILA) monitoring approach
(Regeer et al., 2009), transition monitoring (Taanman, 2012), Reflexive
Monitoring in Action (RMA) (Van Mierlo et al., 2010) and accompa-
nying research (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018; Schipke, this volume).



96  B.J. REGEER ET AL.

The reasoning behind ILA monitoring was that ‘“if [transdisciplinary ]
approaches to persistent problems are so difficult to conduct, and if
scholars of [these] approaches have indeed acquired relevant knowledge
about these processes, then how can we contribute to accommodating
these difficulties through our research? Where does theory meet prac-
tices?” (Regeer, 2010, p. 30). Or, as Taanman puts it, transition moni-
toring ‘functions as a boundary object in the ongoing social learning and
agenda setting between transition management in research and practice’
(2012, p. 251).

In Reflexive Monitoring in Action (Arkesteijn et al., 2015; van Mierlo
et al., 2010), for instance, one or several reflexive monitors are dedicated
to supporting a diverse group of actors that aims to work on a collectively
articulated aspired system change, which serves as a frame for reference
for everyone involved and informs the kind of support and interventions
of the monitor. Support is provided by stimulating recurring collective
reflection on the results of actions in relation to the aspired system change
as well as developments in the context that provide unexpected hindrances
and also opportunities. While facing the everyday struggles of an ongoing
transformative change process, these groups are stimulated to identify
and experiment with solutions and ultimately change their practices, rela-
tionships and rules. Depending on the challenge at a specific moment,
this happens by sparring in informal conversations, in interviews or with
the aid of specific tools like the Dynamic Learning Agenda, a Collective
System Analysis, or the Learning Mirror (de Wildt-Liesveld et al., 2015;
van Mierlo, 2015; van Mierlo et al., 2010) that have been developed for
keeping the focus on system change; stimulating learning, agenda setting
and adaptation of activities or chosen direction of change; providing
innovative forms for reporting; and allowing the group to carry it out
collectively with the support of a reflexive monitor. The complexity and
uncertainty associated with working on system change is fully acknowl-
edged but also bounded because the locus of group action is supposed
to be at the boundaries of the group and its direct social and institu-
tional surroundings (Beers & van Mierlo, 2017). Similarly, it was found
that questions on the learning agendas of specific cases reveal relevant
boundaries (in terms of constraining conditions in the environment of
the system) and help identify possible courses for action (Regeer et al.,
2009).
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3.4.5  Engaging with Non-negotiables in Practice

How can we engage with these non-negotiables in practice? First, through
taking up the additional role of ‘reflexive monitor’ or ‘accompanying
researcher’; besides project leaders and project participants in transdis-
ciplinary research projects, building the capacity of these practitioners is
supported. Training for prospective and upcoming monitors starts with
urging them to start doing reflexive monitoring right away in a rele-
vant project, programme or initiative in order to gain experiences of
articulating aspired system change, and defining what monitoring activity
would fit with a challenge at a specific moment in time. The provision
of generic input about the foundations of, and principles for, the prac-
tice of reflexive monitoring as well as the abundant amount of possible
monitoring activities are thus closely connected to training participants’
own actual experiences as well as their earlier experiences and developed
competences, while this training set-up also stimulates comparing and
learning from each other’s experiences.

This type of learning-by-doing is also supported in emerging struc-
tures such as Real-world Laboratories (RwLs) (Bergmann et al., 2021;
Schipke et al., 2018) or Living Labs (Erisman et al., 2024; Kok et al.,
2023), which allow for open-ended processes within some kind of struc-
ture, and may provide an example of ‘just enough structure’ to implement
and learn about conducting transdisciplinary research at the same time.
Besides learning and reflecting on the job, small capacity-building work-
shops, for transdisciplinary researchers as well as partner collaborators, city
administrators and civil society actors, could be part of this process.

At the same time, we believe that a small number of non-negotiables,
combined with a spirit of action-learning, might speak to early-career
researchers—especially those working on their own, or in small teams,
on relatively small transdisciplinary research projects—who find it hard to
identify with the more comprehensive frameworks because they suggest
a rather large set-up, with a longer time horizon, and a large number of
activities to generate and factors to take into account (see also Enengel
et al., 2012; Van Breda et al., 2016).

Non-negotiables can easily also be applicable to micro-moments or
single encounters between researchers and societal partners. For instance,
when conducting an in-depth interview, the non-negotiables invite the
researcher to:
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e tailor the encounter to fit the specificities of the project, but also
to invest in understanding the ‘context of action’, the historicity,
and the multiple associations (Hallin et al., 2021, following Latour,
1986), through empiricizing work (Grijseels et al., 2024b);

e practise and enact a mindset of curiosity and openness, by also
reflecting on, and putting to the test, their own assumptions,
values and positionality, and supporting frame reflection by bringing
insights from one interview into the conversation in the next
interview;

e wonder ‘what’s in it for them’ in order to refrain from extrac-
tive thinking and practice ‘being alongside’ (Grijseels et al., 2024a;
Latimer, 2013), but also to solicit the interviewees” wisdom in co-
creating responses to identified challenges or innovative options that
help realize aspired changes.

All of which is supported by

e a spirit and process of action-learning, placing the interview and
interviewee in the context of a larger, emerging, collaborative process
of inquiry.

Transdisciplinary doctoral students in South Africa reflected on their
process and observed that ‘it was not so much the methods per se, but
the philosophy and guiding principles underpinning the transdisciplinary
approach which were most useful in navigating their individual research
processes’ (Van Breda et al., 2016, pp. 160-161). Incorporating the non-
negotiables into regular research methods—such as interviews, participant
observation, focus group discussions, document analysis—breathes into
them the underlying philosophy of transdisciplinarity for transformation,
and turns them into what we could call ‘transformative methods’. In
the same vein, non-negotiables can also be applicable to one-off events,
such as a focus group discussion, a multi-stakeholder event or a dialogue
session. Chapter 7 in this volume shows examples of ways in which
non-negotiables were enacted in dialogical space making.
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3.5 CoONCLUDING REMARKS

We started this chapter by asking ‘How can guidelines or standards be
designed and used in a way that they do justice to open-ended nature
of transdisciplinary processes, the fuzzy and political practice of doing
transdisciplinarity, and provide guidance, while simultaneously embracing
uncertainty?’. We have seen that guidelines or frameworks cannot be sepa-
rated from the context in which they are employed. Scholars have argued
for practice-based approaches or taking a ‘praxeological perspective’ (e.g.
Lang et al., 2012, p. 27). Hence, paraphrasing Schon: ‘rather than asking
how those practising transdisciplinary research might make better use of
frameworks for such research, or how scholars of transdisciplinary research
might make their theories and models more palatable to those practising
it, we can consider these practitioners as causal inquirers in their own right
and ask how a different kind of research might enhance the types of causal
inquiry they conduct in their efforts to support transformation’ (1995,
p. 96, cited in Laws & Hajer, 2008, p. 419). This has become a very rele-
vant question for the practice of transdisciplinary research, especially since
those new to the practice cannot be expected to have the required set of
competences. And, more importantly, experience has shown that ‘sensi-
tivity and experience are at least as important as methodological skills and
competences’ (Regeer et al., 2011, p. 161): sensitivity to the fuzzy and
cyclical nature of the transdisciplinary research, to the intangible aspects
of the process, to the surrounding ecosystems and communities, to the
chances and the obstacles that are specific to the situation, and to the
project partners’ viewpoints.

We have seen that the ability of standards, or frameworks, to reduce
uncertainties, create transparency and travel across different (academic or
transdisciplinary) spaces is valued, but at the same time they are criticized
for their simplification of reality. Used in a prescriptive manner, a linearity
is presumed whereby transdisciplinary practices are designed according to
the model, executed according to plan and hence evaluated. At the same
time, we have illustrated that scholars have tried to incorporate the messi-
ness of reality and the emergent nature of transdisciplinary approaches in
multiple ways in design and evaluation frameworks. We have stressed that
this is not enough; there is a need for ex durante reflexive governance
of transdisciplinary practice providing in situ guidance to practitioners.
This, we believe, also means that ex ante design frameworks and ex post
evaluation frameworks, and the assumptions and values inscribed in them,
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themselves become an actor in the conversation (Martinell Barfoed, 2018,
cited by Erisman, 2024); they are a materiality and as such are part of the
messy entanglements that characterize transdisciplinary research practices.

In this chapter, we have introduced four non-negotiables that could
help researchers by providing ‘just enough structure’: (1) acknowledging
situatedness of transdisciplinary practice; (2) acknowledging pluralities
of knowing: a mindset of curiosity; (3) keeping aspired transforma-
tion centre stage; and (4) stimulating action-learning spirals. We argued
that engaging with these non-negotiables in practice requires capacity
building, and we stressed that these non-negotiables can be deployed
both in large consortia and demarcated spaces (such as Labs), as well
as in one-off events and smaller research projects. We hope our work can
provide guidance to researchers, and stimulate reflection on the role of
design and evaluation frameworks.

3.5.1 Outline of Part I

Each of the chapters in this part, from the authors’ own experience,
addresses one or more of the challenges outlined above. One common
factor is that regardless of the ‘scale’ of the transdisciplinarity that is being
practised, it is crucial to reflexively navigate the frameworks, so that these
‘structures’ help to realize the transformative and inclusive ambitions at
play. All of these chapters also unravel the relationships between design
and evaluation frameworks, and the intricate challenges and balancing acts
transdisciplinary work poses for practitioners (see also Part IT), as well as
the roles and competences involved (see also Part III).

As we will see in all chapters, transdisciplinary practices are demar-
cated in one way or another, either by being defined as fundable
projects (Gjefsen et al., this volume Chapter 4, Defila & Digiulio, this
volume Chapter 5), or as real-world laboratories (Schipke, this volume
Chapter 6), or as communication spaces (Bruhn et al., this volume
Chapter 7). Transdisciplinary practices can thus be seen as space making,
which goes hand in hand with boundary setting. This boundary setting is
amplified by funding requirements. With research endeavours (transdisci-
plinary or otherwise) being increasingly dependent on obtaining external,
competitive funding, especially in Western Europe, much of transdisci-
plinary work takes place in the context of funded projects. While some
funding requirements are becoming more favourable towards transdisci-
plinary research (Schneider et al., 2019a), the challenge of ‘predicting’
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which activities to conduct during the duration of the project at the
proposal stage is inherent to project funding, and specifically challenging
for transdisciplinary research endeavours which are characterized by non-
linearity and hence benefit from an emergent design approach. Moreover,
project funding may lead to the so-called projectification of transforma-
tion efforts (e.g. Luger et al., 2023; Torrens & Von Wirth, 2021), leading
to short-termism and undermining of transformative potential.

In Chapter 4, Gjefsen and colleagues reflect on the question of the
plannability of transdisciplinary research processes from the perspec-
tive of participating in projects on research and innovation landscapes
in relation to food and agriculture. They describe how considerations
about fundability shaped project formulations and created path depen-
dencies within the projects, affecting the transformation trajectories that
were, or were not, pursued. The question then arises of how to plan
ahead (at the project proposal stage) for transformative ambitions. They
explore opportunities for a more ‘authentic and honest engagement with
“transdisciplinarity for transformation” within the structures atforded by
project-based funding’ and make the case for carving out more unstruc-
tured spaces for transdisciplinarity. From Chapter 4, it becomes clear
that funding bodies play significant and powerful roles in driving the
formation and ‘societal relevance’ of transdisciplinary projects (see also
Fritz & Binder, 2020). Gjefsen and colleagues conclude that, transdis-
ciplinary projects with transformative ambitions might not be ‘a matter
of “planning then doing”, but rather a matter of “planning by doing”™’.
They make several recommendations to project coordinators and funders,
as well as researchers and graduate students involved in transdisciplinary
projects.

The observations in Chapter 4 beg more insight into funding practices,
particularly the practices of setting assessment criteria and the conduct of
review panels. This is exactly what Defila and Di Giulio set out to do in
Chapter 5, where they present results of three case studies of the process
of evaluating transdisciplinary research from a funders’ perspective (in
particular Federal State Funding, and a corporate foundation). They make
a plea to the scholarly community of transdisciplinary researchers to move
from debating and designing increasingly sophisticated design/evaluation
frameworks and focus instead on the process of evaluation itself and how
this process could be designed. As ‘accompanying researchers’ they were
tasked with contributing to developing quality criteria and improving the
evaluation process.
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In Chapter 6, Schipke further elaborates on the role of accompa-
nying research: research that researches and supports other research, for
instance in Real-world Labs. Based on work of Defila and Di Giulio
(2018), Schipke sets out the different types of contributions that accom-
panying them can provide to other researchers, such as generating and
integrating knowledge generation, as well as process-oriented contribu-
tions, for instance supporting research teams through counselling. If
accompanying research seeks to contribute to transformative knowledge
production, it subsequently also requires a ‘dynamically balanced, appro-
priately related and reflexive design’ (Schipke, this volume). In Chapter 6,
the complex relation between accompanying research and ‘evaluation’
also becomes apparent: though accompanying research supports reflex-
ivity and self-assessment of those being supported through accompanying
research, it does not provide a traditional evaluation, but it could serve
as a ‘critical friend’. Through an empirical example on involvement in a
co-creative reflection and dialogue space, this chapter highlights several
balancing acts for accompanying researchers, and stresses the need for
reflexivity in designing and doing accompanying research.

This relates, finally, to Chapter 7, in which Bruhn and colleagues reflect
on their experiences with hosting Co-Creative Reflection & Dialogue
Spaces at the 26th United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties (COP26) in Glasgow,
inviting all COP26 participants to (spontaneously) engage in joint reflec-
tion and mutual learning on a range of topics. We learn about designing
and hosting spaces for dialogical exchange and trust-building in a tense
environment in which it is difficult for participants to openly engage with
each other, which privileges one-way dissemination of knowledge and
which is experienced as cold and unsafe. Chapter 7 provides an overview
of specific challenges that hosts encountered when trying to provide and
maintain a ‘safe enough’ atmosphere; that is, an atmosphere that allows
participants to engage in conversation outside their usual comfort zone
and disclose potential learning edges or vulnerabilities. Principles that
were enacted include ‘listening to each other with compassion and curios-
ity’; ‘staying aware of the impact of our contributions to the circle’; and
‘suspending judgements, assumptions, and certainties’. Based on these
hosting experiences and reflections, Chapter 7 gives concrete recommen-
dations on how to design and host inclusive, safe enough spaces in not
(yet) conducive contexts.
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CHAPTER 4

Confronting the Projectification
of Transdisciplinarity for Transformation

Mads Dabl Giefsen, Kristinan P. W. Kok,
and Richard Helliwell

4.1 INTRODUCTION

While the potential of transdisciplinary approaches to stimulate transfor-
mation and face society’s grand challenges has been the subject of much
debate, a crucial question deserves attention: How plannable are these
processes, veally? This is worth asking in a knowledge economy where
practising transdisciplinarity is fragmented both in relation to time (tied
to specific projects or initiatives with fixed lifetimes and attendant [fund-
able] predefined plans and objectives), and to space (tending to include
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knowledge actors and stakeholders who are separate from each other,
both in terms of disciplines and also physically and organizationally).
Combined with probing the indeterminacy that stands at the heart of
transformation efforts concerned with research and innovation (R&I)
and its impacts—the acknowledgement in Science & Technology Studies
and elsewhere that things could be otherwise having prompted descrip-
tions and interventions into versions of this otherwise via knowledge-
symmetrical, dialogical, and participatory approaches—much can be said
for the unplannability of the situations where meaningful opportunities
for change arise.

There might be a case for carving out more space for the unstruc-
tured and unexpected in transdisciplinarity. In this chapter, we take a
modest step in that direction by problematizing the project-based nature
of transdisciplinarity for transformation. We seek to identify ways in which
initial funding, organizational, and other logics tend to set up cycles of
promises that may direct transformative attention in less-than-constructive
directions and discourage the seizing of opportunities for meaningful
interventions that may occur along the way. On this basis, we propose
some ‘rules of thumb’ to guide the development of promises in relation
to impact, transdisciplinarity, and transformation with integrity, coupled
with principles by which the delivery on such promises might be eval-
uated. At the same time, understanding how project ‘planning’ results
in path dependencies for ‘doing’ might also open avenues for project
designs that encourage and help facilitate promising and meaningful new
directions during project practice.

The chapter is based on our collective reflections on our experiences of
working in several projects. These past and ongoing projects in different
ways operationalize transdisciplinarity and transformation. Thematically,
the projects focus on systemic interventions pertaining to R&I landscapes
on food and agriculture, areas where systemic approaches are widely used
(Klerkx et al., 2010; Springmann et al., 2018), between which productive
synergies are sought (Kok et al., 2019), and where insights are thought
to be transferable to many other areas where social-technical complexi-
ties lie at the heart of efforts to produce positive change—such as climate
and energy, mobility, public health, and digitalization, to name a few.
While, in keeping with a long tradition of neat reporting on scientific
activity that excludes the seemingly mundane and un-methodologically
standardized practices (Latour & Woolgar, 1979), such project accom-
plishments are generally published without much critical attention to their
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own funding context. Breaking from this tradition in this chapter, we
describe how considerations relating to fundability, together with the real-
ities imposed by bureaucratic accountability structures and project-based
research funding, influenced project formulations and path dependencies,
ultimately affecting the transformation trajectories that were, or were not,
pursued.

The projects we report on were funded by the European Union
(EU) and national funding agencies. Most prominently they include
FIT4FOOD2030! (2017-2020), an EU coordination and support action
project (a project category in Horizon 2020 which emphasizes stake-
holder integration and dissemination over goals for disciplinary research
outputs) coordinated by Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU) with partners
across Europe. The project worked towards EU food system trans-
formation by engaging a wide variety of stakcholders in 25 diverse
transformation-oriented Labs, which were embedded in schools, univer-
sities, science centres, and national ministries, and supported and moni-
tored by a project consortium intended to work in a transdisciplinary
manner. SYNAGRI? (2021-2024) is a three-year research project funded
by the Research Council of Norway coordinated by Ruralis—Institute
for Rural and Regional Research in Norway. The project’s point of
departure is the acknowledgement that there are distinct promissory
discourses around what can be respectively termed eco- and bio-economic
food systems (Marsden & Farioli, 2015), with contrasting emphases
on technology, localness, ecological principles, optimization, land use,
consumption, and farming infrastructure. In addition, we also draw on
experiences from other system- and stakeholder-focused projects.

There are many important differences between these projects, both
in terms of funding stipulations, and in terms of researchers’ choices
about how to frame and operationalize key concepts. We do not claim
to offer an exhaustive view of what is or is not transdisciplinary, but
rather consider family resemblance to be implied when calls for projects
include requirements for participatory co-creation by researchers and
societal groups, or when a project consortium claims to integrate disci-
plinary and other forms of knowledge and experience. This means that

1 FIT4FOOD2030, Fostering Integration and Transformation for FOOD 2030,
Horizon 2020, grant agreement ID: 774088.

2 SYNAGRI, Developing synergies between the bioeconomy and regional food systems
for a sustainable future, Research Council of Norway grant agreement ID: 325403.
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we admittedly compromise on clarity of conceptual distinctions between
transdisciplinarity (moving beyond disciplinary knowledge), multidisci-
plinarity (combining several disciplines), and interdisciplinarity (integra-
tion and exchange across disciplines) in an attempt to describe elements of
transdisciplinarity practice; this approach enables us to formulate practical
recommendations at the end of the chapter.

We first introduce several theoretical considerations regarding the
‘planning’ and ‘doing’ transdisciplinarity for sustainable transformation,
which help to place our analysis in context, and guide us in developing
further insights from the cases. We then go on to describe our methods,
followed by integrated empirical presentation and discussion, along with
recommendations for researchers, project reviewers, and research-funding
organizations.

4.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND:
PLANNING AND DOING TRANSDISCIPLINARITY

In recent decades, transdisciplinary R&I projects have rapidly emerged
as means to contribute to resolving complex societal problems
(Thompson Klein et al., 2001; Pohl & Hadorn, 2007) by seeking to
include a wide range of societal actors, knowledge, and problem percep-
tions in reflexive and experimental R&I processes. These actors can be
described as societal stakeholders with socio-political interests, practi-
tioners who engage the topics discussed in practice, citizens, and other
non-certified experts who have particular knowledge relevant to the trans-
disciplinary R&I project (see Defila & Di Giulio, 2015). In that light,
transdisciplinary R&I is considered promising as it could contribute not
only to normative and democratic ambitions of stakeholder inclusion in
R&I (e.g. Kok et al., 2021; Nowotny et al., 2001) but also to create
knowledge and innovations that are considered more legitimate and
socially robust by those affected by them (e.g. Owen et al., 2012; Schmidt
et al., 2020). The transformative potential of transdisciplinarity is high-
lighted in its potential to create ‘societal impact’ in the face of urgency
(e.g. Fazey et al., 2018; Lang et al., 2012).

The ‘planning’ activities (which are continuously intertwined with and
scarcely separable from ‘doing’) associated with transdisciplinary R&I
projects have increasingly been the object of scholarly scrutiny (e.g. Lang
et al., 2012; Lux et al., 2019; Schneider et al., 2019). ‘Projectification’ of
sustainability and transformation-focused efforts are an emerging research
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area in their own right (cf. Ika & Munro, 2022). Questions regarding
the ‘how and why’ of design and agenda-setting of R&I projects that
aim to create societal ‘impact’ and ‘engagement’ have also increasingly
become an object of study (see Reed et al., 2021 for a recent review),
and in Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI, see for instance,
Stahl et al., 2021). Planning for transdisciplinarity is challenging given
its need for flexibility (such as anticipation and adaptation) based on
context-specific and often unexpected developments, stakeholder needs or
emerging insights that evolve in the practice of seeking to solve complex
societal problems (cf. Lang et al., 2012). How does one plan for what
kinds of strategies, activities, and impacts need to be evaluated at the end
of a fuzzy, complex, and non-linear multi-year project (Reed et al., 2021;
Schifer et al., 2021)?

To aid the development of both design and evaluation, transdisci-
plinary projects increasingly adopt so-called Theories of Change (ToCs)
(e.g. Deutsch et al., 2021; Schneider et al., 2019; cf. Earl, 2001),
offering ‘guiding framework([s] for all stages of thinking, action and sense-
making when a project or a program intervenes in processes of social
change’ (Deutsch et al., 2021, p. 29, drawing on van Es et al., 2015,
p. 12). Deutsch and colleagues (2021) argue that ToCs can be useful
in ‘planning’ the activities of the project and their relations to aspired
(short-term) outputs (such as concrete products) and (longer-term) soci-
etal impacts. They stress that ToCs are both an important process and
an output in transdisciplinarity but also observe that the pre-set ‘planned’
impacts could become path-reinforcing instruments during the project’s
‘doing’, even when other directionalities might have been more fitting
from policy or practice perspectives (Deutsch et al., 2021, p. 37).

Moreover, while planning for impact (for instance through ToCs) is an
important part of ‘planning’ transdisciplinarity (alongside ‘planning the
process’, and ‘planning the results’), scholars have also stressed that the
impact focus of ‘planning’ can lead to ‘impact sensationalism’ and over-
promising societal impacts in grant applications (e.g. Chubb & Water-
meyer, 2017), an understandable consequence of competitive funding
processes and of effectiveness-oriented (transdisciplinary) R&I aimed at
sustainable transformation (Musch & Von Streit, 2020). In addition, the
‘projectification’ of sustainability science (Torrens & Von Wirth, 2021)
with many short-term (but often large) projects that strive for impact
could further lead to closing down, rather than opening up pathways for
reflexive and transformative experimentation in transformation-oriented
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projects, given a focus on quick and quantitative deliverable outputs
(Torrens & Von Wirth, 2021). These developments not only risk the
development of overconfident impact narratives in project design, but
also of contributing to other questionable practices such as (un)intended
negative effects for participating stakeholders (Musch & Von Streit, 2020)
that could even lead to reinforcing existing power relations rather than
unpacking or exploring them (Turnhout et al., 2020).

In their analysis of power dynamics in five transdisciplinary projects,
Fritz and Binder (2020) elaborate on how actors (researchers, practi-
tioners, and funders) influence the planning phase (or: agenda-setting
phase) of transdisciplinarity. They argue that researchers are powerful® in
shaping project design ‘based on their authority as project leaders, their
knowledge about proposal writing, and their financial/time resources’
(Fritz & Binder, 2020, p. 12). Meanwhile, funding bodies ‘exercise struc-
tural power by means of its material sources and discursively frames the
nature of research agendas worthy of funding’ (p. 10).

4.3 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH AND LIMITATIONS

This chapter builds on the authors’ engagement with two projects—
FIT4FOOD2030 and SYNAGRI—and reflections on these and other
projects from their perspectives as permanent employees at research insti-
tutes reliant on project-based extramural funding (MDG, RH), and a
fixed-term doctoral candidate at a major research university (KK).

The work, undertaken within the two main projects we consider here,
was as follows. In FIT4FOOD2030, one co-author (MDG) contributed
to a designated work package aimed at monitoring and facilitating
learning for transformation, a variant of accompanying research (see
Schipke, this volume) where activities included documenting various
forms of stakeholder engagement and impact and stimulating learning and
reflection among the coordinators of 25 City, Food and Policy Labs, the
main venues for participatory activities in the project. Another co-author

3 Fritz and Binder (2020) draw upon a widely used three-dimensional conceptualization
of power (cf. Arts & van Tatenhove, 2004) in which there is instrumental power (as ‘who
decides in decision-making’, building on Dahl [1962]), structural power as setting pre-
conditions influencing decision-making processes (Bachrach & Baratz, 1962) and discursive
power as influencing norms and beliefs (Lukes, 2004).
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(KK) supported the project coordination, including facilitating interac-
tions between project activities. In SYNAGRI, one co-author (RH) led
the application submission and currently serves as Principal Investigator,
after also being involved in the preparation of an earlier unsuccessful grant
application for a previous iteration of the project. Another co-author
(MDG) temporarily led a work package on food systems and planning.
Project documents and notes from scholarly and administrative meetings
constitute a rich source of empirical data on which we draw to illustrate
key points.

In addition to this work, and specifically for this chapter, we also
draw on repeated conversations and reflections among the authors, using
elements of autoethnography (Holman Jones, 2007) and of heuristic
inquiry (Djuraskovic & Arthur, 2010). In this chapter, we are concerned
less with our individual positionality in terms of dimensions such as race or
class or with our own interpretative process, but more with what we take
to be the normative ambitions of our academic fields and our own agency
in realizing these from within the institutional structures that project-
based research funding and implementation provide. These concerns were
recurrent themes in our discussions, which followed Moustakas’ stages of
heuristic research (1990, cf. Wall, 20006).

Our methodological approach has limitations both in terms of
partiality of perspective and in terms of potential selectiveness and bias
in reporting and analysis of events. We seek to limit these weaknesses by
corroborating our own experiences with other empirical data. Accord-
ingly, four formal qualitative interviews and informal exchanges were
undertaken with initiators and grant writers involved in securing funding.
We also re-examined the qualitative interviews with the coordinators of 14
labs within FIT4FOOD2030 conducted as part of its reflexive monitoring
in practice approach (cf. Svare et al., 2023).

4.4 EmMrIrRiCAL FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Our purpose here is to explore the consequences of ‘project-basedness’—
by which we mean the organization into discrete projects with fixed
timeframes, resources and plans, goals and outputs for transdisciplinary
transformation efforts. Specifically, we focus on the challenges for ‘plan-
ning’ and ‘doing’ transdisciplinarity within project-based work, both at
the proposal stage and later, and the ways in which this ‘project-basedness’
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enables and constrains the arena and processes of transdisciplinary
working.

As stated above, the FIT4FOOD2030 project was funded by the
EU as a so-called CSA-project, which in Horizon 2020 is under-
stood as a project-type emphasizing dissemination, awareness-raising,
network-building, learning, and policy dialogue across member states,
and which expressly does not include strictly research-focused knowl-
edge goals. FIT4FOOD2030’s consortium partners included national
research-funding agencies, food industry associations, and one munic-
ipality, plus a large number of additional non-research organizations
recruited later to host and coordinate two dozen City and Policy Labs.
These labs would contribute to generating relevant bottom-up content
as well as to societal receptiveness to European food system transforma-
tion. The FIT4FOOD2030 project description presented a ToC where
the establishment and operation of such Labs (together with an EU think
tank), evolving into a self-sustained platform and coupled with systemic
approaches to food and R&I, would increase the impacts of European and
national R&I investments. This approach addressed the Horizon 2020
call for projects to support the policy framework FOOD 2030 and its
aim of ‘underpin[ning] the transformation of food systems in Europe so
as to make them “future proof™’; projects were expected to be based on
‘multi-actor engagement and awareness-raising in support of the initiative
and its action plan’ (European Commission, 2017).

The SYNAGRI project, by contrast, was originally submitted as a
proposal for a Collaborative and Knowledge-building Project, where the
emphasis is on usable knowledge and project outputs with relevance to
non-research actors, who are obliged to contribute actively to projects
via self-funded work. That submission was desk-rejected for insufficient
involvement of non-research partners and revised into a research project
the following year. The research project call was for projects concerned
with sustainable food systems, and emphasized the need for food system
transformation to address economic, social, health, climate, and environ-
mental concerns. The call stressed that projects should adopt systems
thinking. In response, the SYNAGRI project proposal argued that there
are potential conflicts between regional and bio-economic food systems
(each of which is a topic of policy support), and proposed to combine
system mapping and modelling, using participatory methods to develop
strategies for promoting integrated and sustainable food systems. While
the emphasis on transdisciplinarity and transformation was less explicit in
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the proposal than in the call text, the project design sought to integrate
stakeholders from across the value chain to inform project definitions,
framings, strategies, and policy recommendations.

In what follows, we discuss instances where aspects of ‘project-
basedness’ served to constrain or determine courses of action with respect
to stakeholder integration and transdisciplinarity. We pay particular atten-
tion to instances where the project architecture derived from proposal
writing determined courses of action, and on challenges to project coor-
dination, before transitioning to lessons and to a conclusion that offers
practical recommendations for funders and researchers in the field.

4.4.1  The Role of Funding Schemes and Structures

The two funding mechanisms defined certain parameters for the form that
transdisciplinarity could take in either project. The EU’s CSA call encom-
passed two potentially conflicting imperatives for how non-research actors
should contribute to the project, as both a source of special insights and
creative impulses for generating solutions and content, and as audiences
to be targeted by project outputs intended to reach large and diverse soci-
etal groups. On the one hand, including stakeholders might yield unique
insights, increase the chances of uptake, and lend necessary legitimacy
to investigations. On the other hand, the co-existence of two different
imperatives for non-researcher involvement also casts a certain ambiguity
over stakeholder interactions during the project, where stakeholders may
be approached (or interpreted) as either an audience, collaborators, or
both, at different times, and where researchers’ and stakeholders’ expec-
tations and interpretations of situation framings may not necessarily align.
While the FIT4FOOD2030 proposal included participatory activities and
monitoring routines that were intended to support these goals sepa-
rately, there were also instances during the project where stakeholder
interactions could be seen as serving both ends at the same time, or
where project participants (especially Lab coordinators) found the imper-
atives to be pulling them in different directions, as when one coordinator
reflected on the trade-offs they experienced between focus and diversity
in stimulating stakeholder exchanges:

...if you want to have people learn from their ideas, so that they understand
each other’s [perspective] and how it iterates their own life, then I guess
usually low diversity is good, as they will be more relatable to each other.



120 M. D. GJEFSEN ET AL.

But if you have high officials and grocery shop keepers, and waiters and
researchers all at the same table, then... they might have their interest in
bits and pieces to share with each other, but it could be very difficult
for them to build upon each other’s ideas to generate something... (Lab
coordinator)

In SYNAGRI, conversely, the attempt to move from an initial
highly transdisciplinary design towards a more multidisciplinary direction,
retaining aspects of stakeholder engagement in the second, sparked reflec-
tions on the ramifications of the first call’s self-financing requirement.

...many organizations are potentially contractually committed to ongoing
projects which shrinks the opportunity/desire for more spontaneous
engagements and means that stakeholders are conscious that more ‘promis-
ing’ projects might come up in future which they want to be involved in.
The contractual basis means that clearly defined activities at the application
stage are more important. (Helliwell reflection notes)

With stakeholders contractually obliged to fulfil certain tasks, there is
a desire for well-defined activities at the start so that they know what
these obligations will be. This is to allow them to assess the opportu-
nity cost of joining one project and not another. But the requirements
for a clear definition of activities involving stakeholders at the proposal
stage conflicts with the researchers’ strategic desire to maintain flexi-
bility and openness regarding the actual direction of the project. The
researcher, who led the initial SYNAGRI application and took on a
mentoring role at the coordinating institution in the revised submis-
sion, expressed concerns about funders’ requirement that stakeholders’
commitment to specific activities, timelines, and project designs should be
secured at the application stage. At the time of the first application, appli-
cants were required to quantify non-research partners’ work in monetary
terms and secure letters of intention from each before they could submit
a project application, a mechanism intended to ensure that collaboration
is substantial and meaningful. In the researchers’ view, this requirement
might dissuade non-research actors from participating, while also having
methodological implications. Project designs that involve a high number
of small-time engagements, including interviews, short meetings and one-
on-one discussions with key stakeholders, are dissuaded in favour of a
smaller number of choreographed all-day events involving the full group.
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These are administratively, contractually, and practically easier to quan-
tify and coordinate, both for stakeholders and the project researchers
(SYNAGRI co-applicant, interview).

In FIT4FOOD2030, stakeholder engagement was integral to the
project particularly via the Labs and Lab coordinators. Learning session
notes reveal that the topic of stakeholder engagement remained a signifi-
cant challenge for Lab facilitators well into the project. As one coordinator
described it:

...it was difficult mainly because it was too general and they [stakeholders
targeted for participation] didn’t understand it, what we are doing or
aiming, and even network building wasn’t good enough for them because
they say: ‘Okay, we will become a part of the network, but why?’. [...]
while working on the [educational] modules, it was much easier because
they were able to have something tangible as a result. (Lab coordinator,
interview)

In SYNAGRI, co-author RH recalled worrying about exhausting
networks of relevant stakeholders or jeopardizing long-standing collab-
orations as the team applying for grant funding sought to recruit
collaborators to meet the RCN’s threshold for self-funded non-research
collaborators. After SYNAGRIs initial desk rejection, the emphasis on
stakeholders was curtailed as the project proposal was adapted to a new
call that no longer stipulated a stakeholder participation threshold. Never-
theless, and somewhat to the coordinators’ surprise, those stakeholders
who had agreed to take part in the first version remained interested in
the second version, since they recognized the urgency and necessity of
the project (SYNAGRI co-applicant, interview). Paradoxically then, the
project concept and societal interests appeared to push towards transdis-
ciplinarity, even though the funding structure discouraged such a project
architecture by emphasizing conventional disciplinary and interdisci-
plinary research plans over mechanisms for wider stakeholder involvement
and inclusion.

4.4.2  Ave We Trapped in Our Project Avchitectuves?

Whereas projects in general find themselves confronted with emerging
needs that could not be planned for in the ‘planning phase’, this is even
more the case with transdisciplinary projects aimed at catalysing societal
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transformation. These projects in particular deal with large diversities of
stakeholders who might see different needs emerging during the project
in response to changing dynamics in local contexts. Thus, if they aim to
create meaningful impact, projects need to find ways of planning for the
unplanned in order to seize opportunities to create impact, or to miti-
gate challenges that have emerged, during project implementation, while
also meeting funders’ expectations for credible and accountable planning.
The question is when and under which circumstances such expectations
and their corresponding institutional and bureaucratic approaches and
logics might conflict with the indeterminacies and unplannabilities of
transdisciplinarity.

In FIT4FOOD2030, coordinators and project partners felt that the
implementation of the project required collective reflection on its ambi-
tions and discourses, requiring more frequent consortium-wide meetings
than originally planned. In addition, to better share lessons and insights,
the project developed ‘impact narratives’ and seized opportunities to
disseminate Lab work in novel ways (such as in EC, 2021). Many steps
were taken throughout and during certain parts of the project that
could be instructive for other transdisciplinary projects. These include
efforts to organize consortium-wide meetings around the ToC rather
than around discrete work packages, task-, or milestone-specific updates,
and establishing a ‘taskforce for impact’ with representation from partner
institutions and work packages to seize on impact opportunities towards
the end of the project. While sensible, the unplanned elements of these
various efforts also needed the investment of resources and were at times
tediously difficult to implement or to enrol the whole consortium in,
especially when they conflicted with the carefully planned allocation of
working hours across very specific tasks (a general feature of EU projects,
which varies by funding body). When changes were instituted, they were
made possible because partners found it sufficiently important to spend
time on and incorporate the new activities.

Furthermore, in accordance with recommendations for reflexive moni-
toring, the FIT4FOOD2030 project included accompanying research in
the form of a Dynamic Learning Agenda (DLA, van Mierlo et al., 2010),
and a training programme addressing certain predefined topics while
remaining adaptive to incorporate training according on changing needs.
Thus, the project was able to create a structure for supporting a degree of
‘planning while doing’ during the project lifetime. As DLA records show,
this space was useful partly for containing a range of different approaches
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adopted by the various Labs, and for enabling coordinators to learn about
contrasting ways of addressing their shared overarching objectives (Svare
et al., 2023). While affording coordinators flexibility and autonomy, there
were also limits to the project’s ability to support diverging approaches:

I remember sensing that certain labs went above and beyond in terms of
the scope and ambition of their activities, and that they did so because of
what they understood to be the overall ‘spirit’ of the project, namely to
stimulate new and improved interactions between the R&I and the food
system. But at the same time the project design did not expect the labs to
do so, or to do it quite so ambitiously, and the consortium was not able to
support or stimulate the more pioneering labs quite as much as we would
have liked, because we were more focused on helping the labs who were
struggling. The pioneering labs might have experienced it as the project
holding them back somewhat. So I had the feeling we did not do as much
as we could have, there. (Gjefsen reflection notes)

This begs reflection from researchers and evaluators on when and
where activities need to be ‘planned’ and where there might be
space for more serendipitous engagements that can be signalled in
a project design/proposal, and about the need to maintain flexibility
in distributing (or re-distributing) resources in the face of different
strands of stakeholder-driven work proving more or less ambitious and/
or impactful over the course of a project.

Designing for flexibility is especially important as projects that aim to
both serve emerging needs of the stakeholders involved, as well as being
relevant in the policy context, need to deal with an ever-changing world,
in which unforeseen opportunities and threats emerge along the way.
During FIT4FOOD2030, the European Commission slowly changed
its policy focus from four R&I priority areas towards 10 R&I path-
ways, in turn requiring the project to adapt its activities (for instance by
designing new multi-stakeholder workshops based on these pathways) to
retain relevance for the EU policy processes that were unfolding. While
FIT4FOOD2030 included stakeholder integration via City and Policy
Labs from the beginning of the project, additional stakeholders were also
enrolled about halfway into the project period in the form of new labs.
This allowed the project to build and improve on initial lab experiences,
drawing lessons and exploring upscaling of promising eftorts, while partly
also addressing changes in the policy landscape. From the perspective of



124 M. D. GJEFSEN ET AL.

fundability, the inclusion of initial labs at the application stage also served
to demonstrate stakeholder commitment from the very beginning.

4.4.3  What Challenges Avise in Project Coovdination?

One particular dynamic we observed is the challenge in (collectively)
deciding which priorities matter most, especially when trade-offs became
evident between planned ambitions (such as key performance indicators
in the project proposal), (new) needs of funders during the project, and
emerging neceds of stakeholders. Expectation management can be chal-
lenging both internally, among partners, and externally, among funders
and audiences. In FIT4FOOD2030, a considerable amount of time
and energy was spent on drafting the project’s mid-term review. From
a project management perspective, it was desirable to receive positive
reviews from reviewers and funders, and while the mid-term reporting
process helped sharpen internal alignment and project coherence, it also
placed considerable pressure on partners and Labs to provide both new
and existing qualitative and quantitative indicators, fulfilling initial appli-
cation promises, and demonstrating the project’s seizing of unplanned
opportunities to achieve greater impact. The pressures were further exac-
erbated by the European Commission’s ad hoc requests for concrete
and generalizable lessons and findings from the ‘ground’ (the Labs and
stakeholders). Another related challenge involved diverging views within
the consortium on whether the primacy regarding impact accountability
should be put on emphasizing KPI attainment or less tangible but
substantive qualitative impact indicators.

Funded as a Researcher Project (a project category where the Research
Council of Norway places the main emphasis on research content and
outputs, and which does not include specific requirements for stakeholder
participation), the prioritization of impact in SYNAGRI is tilted towards
quantifiable scientific outputs, the number of which is stipulated in the
proposal. The initial challenge facing SYNAGRI was in establishing the
necessary groundwork and alignment required for realizing these outputs
in the context of its multidisciplinary and integrative aspirations, while
stakeholder impact accountability is much more vaguely defined. The
absence of planned engagement activities in the project proposal in favour
of looser aspirations has raised recurrent questions about when and how
to engage most constructively with stakeholders, and about what it even
means to demonstrate qualitative, project-linked impacts in the context
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of saturated food system research with numerous projects simultaneously
vying for and engaging with regional and national stakeholders’ attention.

As such, diverging interpretations on which indicators ‘matter most’
remain an intrinsically political, yet important and ongoing, effort during
project implementation. To avoid the trap of focusing only on numer-
ical outputs, and neglecting capacities for change that are built through
project activities, projects might benefit from mechanisms to foster a focus
on substantive ambitions, such as activities to align work package leaders
about substantive goals or prioritization.

As experienced by both projects, there was a constant churn of people.
People take maternity and sick leave, are promoted into new roles,
or change jobs completely. The obvious problem is that adjusting to
this churn is time-consuming and disruptive. Finding the right exper-
tise to replace losses can be challenging or simply impossible. Research
is an embodied process. Its aims, objectives, and project-specific ways
of working are collectively developed and negotiated over time and
‘onboarding’ someone into an ongoing and emergent process of research
is challenging. ‘Handovers’ of ongoing work, if they can happen at
all, are a poor attempt to bridge the gap and embed someone in a
network of already established relationships and collaborative and concur-
rent research activities. In practice, dealing with turnover might mean
redefining the research questions and focus of a particular work package
to meet different expertise and interests of new personnel—a need that
arose early on in SYNAGRI. In FIT4FOOD2030, coordinators were
struck by how long it took to integrate new staff members into the
project, attributing this to its unusually high degree of complexity as
well as to the project’s emergent design, which rendered much of the
wording in the initial proposal insufficiently specific about subsequent
project choices to fully serve as a reference guide for incoming staff
(FIT4FOOD2030 co-applicant A, interview).

Related questions also concerned project coordination and administra-
tion more broadly. One of the people who contributed to drafting the
FIT4FOOD2030 proposal and subsequently to the coordination of the
project stated that FIT4FOOD2030 frequently needed to deviate from
the project description to adapt to changing conditions, and that there
was greater need for facilitating consortium discussions and clarifications
than usually seen in EU projects. These were consequences, in their view,
of the project’s conceptual complexity and process focus, as well as of
the Commission’s framing of its own call. While project management
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in Horizon 2020 generally seeks to avoid change because they require
formal change requests to the European Commission and increase the
administrative burden on the project, in a project like FIT4FOOD2030,
they said: “You can’t avoid it [change]. You just have to live with constant
changes, because that is what the Commission asked for. [...] They
said we want you to be adaptive’ (FIT4FOOD2030 co-applicant A,
interview).

Co-author KK recalls the experience of clarifying project proposal
intentions at a project meeting;:

We were trying to figure out what was ‘expected from us’ with regard
to identifying drivers and barriers to potential R&I breakthroughs. Which
meant we were trying to figure out what the ‘DoA’ [Description of the
Action, the project proposal] had in mind [...]. Of course, it was not
entirely clear because it had been written ages ago, and the situation had
changed by then. I remember that one partner referred to the DoA as the
‘bible’, and because I came from the coordinating institution, I also felt
that all eyes were directed at me whenever the ‘bible” was not immediately
clear on what to do. In short, I felt like a priest who was to give meaning
to what was written. (Kok, reflection notes)

While it is hardly unusual for the coordinating institution to be called
on to clarify intentions from project descriptions, given the strict length
requirements and need for brevity and thus also a degree of abstract-
ness in all project proposals, for KK the experience was rooted partly
in this project’s ambitions for system transformation, which necessitated
continuous re-interpretation and clarifications within the consortium.

4.4.4  What Can We Leavn from This?

What lessons can we draw from the above experiences? As stated in the
methodology, our account is based on project immersion and reflections,
where events and interactions appeared to either live up to or fall short of
the ambitious and societally relevant language we had considered neces-
sary in order to attain funding. We can formulate observations about
recurring features and tensions and provide advice on how to antici-
pate and address these (as we do below) but must also acknowledge
that more systematic research may result in other verdicts regarding the
ability of current funding regimes to stimulate transdisciplinary efforts
that match the normative ambitions highlighted in the literature. There
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is a need for more research, but also more acceptance and recognition
among researchers and funding bodies alike of the risks of sensationalism
and overpromising in highly competitive funding regimes.

Our modest exploration also calls into question the capacity of incum-
bent design and evaluation practices (e.g. the use of key performance
indicators, planning the whole project in advance, and allocating resources
very specifically, the absence of mechanisms to easily adapt project plans
during implementation) in the context of transdisciplinary projects aimed
at contributing to sustainable transformation (cf. Kok et al., 2023;
Lawrence et al., 2022). In the reality of ‘doing’ transdisciplinarity with its
reflexive re-evaluation of project activities; additional (un)planned activi-
ties based on Theory of Change thinking; adaptation of project ambitions
based on emerging needs of stakeholders, funders and policy contexts, the
‘planning’ never really seems to end. It does seem, however, that these
types of projects are not a matter of ‘planning then doing’, but rather
a matter of ‘planning by doing’. The question of what one should or
could do at the proposal stage, then, is not just one for transdisciplinary
researchers to grapple with, but one that funders and evaluators also need
to take seriously.

The shift in relationships between science and society suggested by
the advent of transdisciplinary research has brought with it heady claims
of a new transformative potential of research to address societal chal-
lenges. But some of the limits to its applicability and capacity to enact
meaningful change might be observed precisely in the project-basedness
current knowledge-economic regimes impose. As transdisciplinarity has
become another funding requirement, it becomes something else to be
accommodated in the research process. Necessity supersedes applicability
and suitability. This raises questions about the ability of projects to resist
transdisciplinary ways of working where they might not be suitable. Key
stakeholders might be fundamentally committed to resisting any transfor-
mative research framing that they see as threatening to their core interests.
Alternatively, stakeholders are not always already mobilized or willing to
acknowledge an issue of concern.

4.5 CONCLUSION

It has been over 20 years since scholars began talking about the poten-
tial of transdisciplinary working to address pressing and escalating societal
challenges. But what is the capacity of all this transdisciplinary research
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and what does it add up to? As the world seemingly lurches ever more
rapidly towards ecological collapse, the window for action shrinking,
and political institutions actively abetting, or unwilling to control the
excesses of capitalist extraction and plunder, researchers working in trans-
disciplinarity for transformation may increasingly expect to be asked for
evidence of this hopeful, transformative, transdisciplinary science leading
change #» the world.

These questions are important to researchers and funding agencies
alike. Therefore, we seek to offer advice as a modest first step towards a
more authentic and honest engagement with ‘transdisciplinarity for trans-
formation’ within the structures atforded by project-based funding, and
how to support this type of research. The advice here is limited to prag-
matic adjustments to project design, engagement with stakeholders, and
guidance to project funders and evaluators, and we do not seek to grapple
with the more foundational conceptual underpinnings of the research
fields involved, which presents a much larger task. Far greater chal-
lenges will remain in employing these lofty terms with integrity. Funders’
implicit expectation that something approximating ‘transformation’ can
really occur through short-term projects—or that the ethos of ‘transdis-
ciplinarity’ can be meaningfully realized in project after project—by and
with researchers—should itself be critically questioned; even more so as
tendencies within peer-reviewed research and competitive features of the
academic job market also encourage researchers to envelop their various
workshopping methodologies in such terms.

Based on the above experiences we suggest that the following features
might be expected to arise in projects employing transdisciplinarity in
pursuit of transformation, and that project coordinators and others would
do well to anticipate and incorporate these issues in their work:

e Project changes are the rule rather than the exception. Higher
project management burdens and increased needs for coordina-
tion should be expected—this may result in seemingly less efficient
or competitive proposals if allocated to project management work
streams but might alternatively be integrated across all project
activities.

e The world also changes. While initial funding might depend on
claims to social and political relevance, subsequent change in these
domains may also warrant project changes; this is an argument for
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carving out spaces for the unstructured and unexpected in proposal
writing. The establishment of a taskforce for impact and the project’s
enrolment of a second round of stakeholders around the City and
Policy Lab models to build on and make improvements to lessons
in the initial stages of FIT4FOOD2030 offer instructive examples of
this.

e Stakeholder engagement is fraught with Catch 22s. Goals of
inclusivity, diversity, and establishing cohesion and dialogue, flexi-
bility that allows for bottom-up deliberation and prioritization, as
well as formal needs for project planning and commitment to quanti-
fied work effort, will often conflict. While there is no simple solution
to these trade-offs, increased openness about them can help manage
expectations and ultimately improve project outcomes.

e Critical and diverging reflections on project process can be
expected. With stakeholder roles and process design being open
to any number of interpretations at a given time, discussions and
disagreements are to be expected; carving out spaces for dialogue
not merely on topical questions, but on the very project structure
and work process, can help accommodate such discussions. Efforts
to focus consortium discussions in FIT4FOOD2030 on ToC ambi-
tions rather than isolated tasks and work packages offer one way to
address this.

Accordingly, we pose the following recommendations to research-
funding organizations:

e Beware of the consequences of forcing transdisciplinarity. Trans-
disciplinary in its broadest sense implies a radical co-creative process
and possible tensions with regimes and processes for administrative
oversight. Funding bodies should consider when this level of co-
creation is preferable to other forms of actor interactivity and be
open to learning about and exploring their own roles in the gover-
nance process, for instance by instilling processes of self-reflection
(Regeer et al., 2016).

e Make project changes as easy as possible to allow room for the
unplanned. Support researchers in exercising judgement and seizing
opportunities by reducing the administrative burdens of project
changes.
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e Allow researchers to influence your expectations. Be curious
about the ‘unplanned’ project lessons and remain open to adjusting
own expectations and requirements according to researchers’ expe-
riences.

Finally, we suggest the following recommendations to researchers and
graduate students in the field:

e Be prepared for turnover. Often overlooked in grant writing and
project planning, turnover can be a major factor in project manage-
ment, especially in complex and relationship-based transdisciplinary
transformation projects. The need for time and attention to support
‘onboarding’ of new partners and explain decisions and interpre-
tations not clearly visible in project proposals and formal planning
documents should not be underestimated.

e Listen to your intuition and consider which outcomes matter
most. Project applications may require you to formulate a wide
range of outputs, impacts, and performance indicators—being clear
about what outcomes are the most important, to yourself and collab-
orators, and revisiting and repeating this throughout the project for
continuous realignment across the consortium, can help maintain
motivation and project substance.
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CHAPTER 5

Transdisciplinary Development of Quality
Criteria for Transdisciplinary Research

Rico Defila and Antonietta Di Ginlio

5.1 INTRODUCTION

The question of how to evaluate transdisciplinary research has been
debated for some time. In this debate we can distinguish two dimensions
of what evaluation might address, because they are informed by different,
although complementary, goals that are both related to success (see also
Lawrence et al., 2022). One dimension addresses impact: does the trans-
disciplinary project lead to the expected practical solutions and /or societal
changes? The other dimension addresses quality: does the transdisci-
plinary project meet the specific quality requirements of transdisciplinary
research? In this chapter, we! focus on the latter.
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In order to narrow down the topic more specifically, we distinguish
between those who initiate an evaluation and those who conduct it
(see Table 5.1). This chapter focuses on external evaluations that are
conducted by third parties, which is an important issue on which to
focus because it refers to funding structures and review processes that
are decisive, for instance, with regard both to whether transdisciplinary
research obtains funding and to which kind of transdisciplinary projects
are funded. Current funding structures and review processes are still
considered as among the major barriers to the scaling up transdisci-
plinary research (e.g. Koier & Horlings, 2015; Schneider et al., 2023).
It therefore makes sense to learn from experiences and provide new
avenues and guidelines for funding agencies and review panels dealing
with transdisciplinary research evaluations.

In recent decades, the scholarly discourse on the evaluation of trans-
disciplinary research has yielded a considerable number of highly differ-
entiated sets of criteria (some examples are Bergmann et al., 2005;
Defila & Di Giulio, 1999; Jahn & Keil, 2015; a review on the subject
is provided, for instance by Belcher et al. [2016], Boix Mansilla et al.
[2006], Klein[2008], Pohl et al. [2011], Schuck-Zoller et al. [2017],
and Steelman et al. [2021]). Most of these lists of criteria have been
developed by scholars that investigate and are involved in inter- and trans-
disciplinary research. Accordingly, they are informed by the concerns,
terminology, and theoretical approaches of this community. The concern

Table 5.1 Internal vs. external evaluation, self-evaluation vs. third-party evalu-
ation

An evaluation can be ... initiated from within a project/
activity or from outside

Internal External evaluation
evaluation
. conducted by the Self-evaluation E.g. principal E.g. funding agency
participants themselves investigators asking for
or by third parties self-report
Third-party E.g. advisory E.g. review panel
evaluation board selected by funder
selected by
project

Based on Defila et al. (20006)
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that the special nature of transdisciplinary research is not appropriately
captured by evaluations runs like a thread through this discourse as does
the tacit assumption that providing elaborate lists of criteria is a remedy
for transdisciplinary research not being sufficiently valued.

There is, as a result, no shortage of proposals on how evaluation
processes for transdisciplinary projects should be conducted (see also, e.g.
the results of the comprehensive review by Laursen et al. [2022]). But
quite often they are not evidence-based. Too little is known about the
evaluation processes actually taking place and about the dynamics that
arise in these processes, one recent exception being an experience-based
report by Gerhardus et al. (2016). Improving these processes depends
on having more knowledge about the challenges faced by those involved
in evaluating transdisciplinary research and about what they perceive to
be supportive. Hence, what is missing in the discourse is a scholarly
engagement with the actual evaluation practice of ‘well-meaning and well-
informed actors’, that is, actors who value transdisciplinary research, are
experienced in dealing with it, and are aware of the specific nature and
requirements of such research. This could uncover promising paths both
for review processes and for future research.

In this chapter, we concentrate on evaluation processes that are
characterized by ‘well-meaning and well-informed actors’.? In this first
section, we explain our approach to transdisciplinary research, defining
our understanding of transdisciplinary research and of its specific quality.
We conclude this section by identifying the challenges of evaluating
the quality of transdisciplinary research. Based on this, in the subse-
quent sections we present experiences and results from three case
studies in which we have accompanied processes of evaluating transdis-
ciplinary research before finally drawing conclusions for funders and for
researchers.

We proceed from the following definitions. While in a multidis-
ciplinary approach experts of different fields explore the same topic
but do not relate their perspectives, in an interdisciplinary approach,
scholars of at least two academic disciplines collaborate with the aim of
producing integrated results, of producing a synthesis (e.g. Andersen &
Wagenknecht, 2013; Holbrook, 2013; Zweekhorst et al., 2001; for the

2 By this, we do not deny the problem of reviewers often not having the expertise
to judge the specific quality of transdisciplinary research or that such research does not
always gain academic acceptance.
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scholarly discourse, e.g. Defila & Di Giulio, 1998; Hvidtfeldt, 2018;
Klein, 2010; Vermeulen & Witjes, 2020). In transdisciplinary vesearch,
in addition to scholars from different academic disciplines, actors from
outside academia participate in the research process (e.g. Bogner, 2012;
Gibbons et al., 1994; Miclke et al., 2016; Pohl & Hirsch Hadorn, 2007,
Regeer & Bunders, 2003). These actors contribute substantially to the
research—they are not just a source of information, data, and/or feed-
back but are involved in co-designing the research and in co-producing
the integrated knowledge. Such an actor-oriented understanding of trans-
disciplinary research is what Mobjork (2010) refers to as ‘participatory
transdisciplinarity’ (in contrast to ‘consulting transdisciplinarity”).

According to these definitions, the specific guality of inter- and trans-
disciplinary research can be described by three terms which all denote
processes that must take place (based on Di Giulio & Defila, 2017,
see also Bergmann & Schramm, 2008; Defila & Di Giulio, 1999;
Huutoniemi, 2010; Jahn & Keil, 2015; Klein, 1990; Pohl et al., 2011;
Robbecke et al., 2004):

o Consensus: Those participating in the research have to arrive at a
shared problem framing. They need to develop joint research goals
they all equally want to reach and shared research questions they
all equally want to answer. They have to reach a joint understanding
about the theoretical and methodical approach for dealing with these
questions, and to develop a common language. Consensus does not
mean that individuals should abandon their different perspectives
and replace them with a ‘group perspective’ or that their different
perspectives should dissolve into just one perspective. Rather, they
have to develop a shared point of view—which is not an identical
point of view but one with which they can all identify to a certain
extent and are prepared to proceed from and to relate their find-
ings. A shared problem framing and the like have to be developed
by applying methods of (cognitive) consensus-building.

o Integration: The research must lead to common outputs (results
and products). In other words, those participating in the research
have to develop common answers to their shared research questions
by integrating, from the very start, the findings from the different
disciplines and/or non-academic fields that are involved. To this
end, findings and approaches have to be selected in terms of their
contribution to the common answers, they have to be reprocessed,
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related, and integrated. The common result is the integrated knowl-
edge produced in this process, the so-called synthesis. The synthesis
has to be achieved by applying methods of knowledge-integration.
e Diffusion: As a rule, the audience of inter- and transdisciplinary
research is neither disciplinary nor purely scholarly, and nor are
the users of the products (products can be publications, but tool
kits, recommendations, technologies, materials, etc., are products as
well). The research outputs (results and products) must feed into
different academic and non-academic discourses and fields of prac-
tice. This means that the results must be translated in order to fit
with the ‘logic’ of the targeted discourses and to be accessible to the
different target audiences and their perspectives. This is not simply a
matter of the language used nor is it only about disseminating results
and products and promoting reception on the part of the audience.

Defining transdisciplinary research implies defining who are the actors
from outside academin that are to be involved in the research. This should
be done by considering the intended aim of involving them and, related to
that, the contribution to the research expected from them. This can best
be captured by referring to the concepts of credibility, salience, and legiti-
macy, which are part of the discourse on scientific policy advice (e.g. Cash
et al., 2003; Hastie, 2007). ‘Credibility’ refers to the scientific legitimacy
of the knowledge that is produced. It denotes the scientific adequacy of
the evidence and arguments. ‘Salience’ refers to the practical legitimacy
of the knowledge that is provided. It denotes the relevance to the needs
of decision-makers. ‘Legitimacy’ refers to the political /societal legitimacy
of the results. It denotes the perception that the knowledge production
has been respectful of stakeholders’ divergent values and beliefs, unbiased
in its conduct, and fair in its treatment of opposing views and inter-
ests. Drawing on these concepts, we suggest distinguishing three goals
of participation leading to three types of participating actors and three
types of contributions:

o Participation of wuncertified experts to increase credibility: Partici-
pation can serve the goal of broadening the knowledge that is
considered in framing problems, in investigating problems, and in
providing answers and solutions. That is, one goal of participation is
to ensure that the relevant knowledge is considered and integrated
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in the research regardless of whether it is academic or non-academic.
In this case, the participating actors are ‘experience-based experts’
(or ‘uncertified experts’) with regard to the topic being investigated
(while the participating scholars are ‘certified experts’) (Collins &
Evans, 2002). They contribute by providing expertise.
Participation of (future) usevs to increase salience: Participation can
serve the goal of including first-hand experiences about actual needs
and usability. So, one goal of participation is to ensure that the
outputs of research (knowledge and products) can in fact be used,
that they answer practical needs, and that they are linked to users’
options for action. In this case, the participating actors are (future)
users (including those who have agency and/or practitioners) in the
field that is being explored. They contribute by providing practical
experience and knowledge about the practice.

Participation of stakeholders to increase societal legitimacy: Participa-
tion can serve the goal of strengthening the societal legitimacy of the
research and its outputs. In other words, one goal of participation
is to ensure that the production of knowledge and its outputs are
sensitive to socio-political interests, fair in the treatment of opposing
views and interests, and that they consider and respect divergent
values and beliefs. In this case, the participating actors are stake-
holders and actors representing (affected) groups in civil society.
They mirror the relevant socio-political interests in the field and
contribute by providing their everyday experiences, feelings, and
concerns.

One actor may of course belong to more than one of these groups.
For instance, an actor may simultaneously be both an uncertified expert
and a (future) user.

Taking the three process requirements (i.e. the quality of transdisci-
plinary research) and the differentiations with regard to participation (i.e.
goals, criteria of involvement, contributions) seriously has the following
implications with vegard to the tasks of evaluating:

e The evaluation needs to assess whether the different perspectives

covered by the participants are integrated, i.e. whether processes
aimed at consensus and integration take place (and are conducted
state of the art) and whether the research is informed by their results.
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e The evaluation must assess whether the research has the potential to
produce the intended impact by generating appropriate results and
products and by conducting activities of dissemination that support
the diffusion of the outputs.

e The evaluation has to assess whether the participation is expe-
dient, i.e. whether the ‘right” actors are involved and whether they
contribute substantially (according to the specific goals) to the
research.

The challenges that have to be mastered in evaluating the quality of
transdisciplinary research present themselves as follows:

e Being unable to rely primarily on quantitative and indirect indi-
cators for measuring quality: Whether a transdisciplinary project
does or does not meet the specific quality requirements of trans-
disciplinary research may often not be judged simply by using
quantitative criteria and indicators (e.g. Stokols et al., 2003). That
is, not using qualitative criteria and indicators in evaluating transdis-
ciplinary research would impair the quality of the evaluation. This
is reinforced given that an evaluation of transdisciplinary research
that relies only on indirect indicators and does not also include
direct indicators that target the processes will be unable to judge
the specific quality of such research (e.g. Love et al., 2022; Steelman
etal., 2021; Wagner et al., 2011). This also means that an individual
reviewer’s judgment carries considerable weight and that individual
reviewers thus bear a high responsibility.

e Doing justice to diversity and coping with the lack of common
ground: Transdisciplinary projects do not have standardized proce-
dures. The methods used depend not only on the disciplinary
background of the scholars involved but also on the background
(and possibly vulnerability) of the non-academic actors and on the
different types of goals that are pursued by involving them. The
methods must be appropriate in relation both to the goals and ques-
tions of a given project and to the people who are involved. That
is, each project is much more unique than projects that take place
in a disciplinary context while, at the same time, there is no shared
and agreed on body of methods or state of the art approaches that
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can be used as a common point of reference in evaluating trans-
disciplinary projects, making ‘evaluation a custom task’ (Koier &
Horlings, 2015, p. 47; see also, e¢.g. Laursen et al., 2022, and the
different contributions in Stoll-Kleemann & Pohl, 2007).

e Navigating between the need to have a reliable and robust research
plan and the inevitability of the non-plannability: For transdisci-
plinary research processes to be open and informed by the results
of the ongoing processes of consensus-building and of knowledge-
integration makes it indispensable to have a flexible research plan
(e.g. Defila et al., 2016; Verwoerd et al., 2023; see also Dahl Gjefsen
et al., this volume). The more a transdisciplinary project’s research
plan is fixed from the very beginning, the lower its transdisciplinary
quality is likely to be. But this in turn very often conflicts with the
expectations and requirements of funding bodies that expect care-
fully and detailed worked-out research plans (e.g. Lawrence et al.,
2022; Vermeulen & Witjes, 2020). And it adds to the difficulty
of evaluating a project because the less a transdisciplinary project’s
research plan is fixed, the more demanding its evaluation.

The guiding question in our chapter is how evaluation processes
can be improved with regard to supporting actors involved in coping
with these challenges and with second-order challenges that might arise
from managing these first-order challenges. One rather obvious way of
approaching the first-order challenges is to arrange for review panels to
take funding decisions as a group or to agree as a group on how to react
to mid-term or final reports. This might lead to second-order challenges
with regard to the dynamics and interaction in the review panel.

5.2 EXPERIENTIAL AND EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND

Our evidence is presented in three case studies. In all three, we supported
the process of the external evaluation of transdisciplinary projects as certi-
fied experts (but without being involved in the evaluation of proposals/
projects). All three processes were characterized by ‘well-meaning and
well-informed actors’ (and in all three, some of the members of the
review panel were certified experts of inter-/transdisciplinary research).
The question of how to evaluate transdisciplinary research and of the
criteria to use, as we have shown above, is not new. The novelty of our
approach is that in all three case studies, we applied a transdisciplinary
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design to answer this question for a specific research program. In the
following, we describe the three case studies by summarizing both our
role and our methodical approach before going into the details of our
experiences and results in the subsequent sections.

Case study 1 (CS-1) is the accompanying research project® to the
funding program ‘Research for sustainable development” (WINE) in
Lower Saxony, managed by the Volkswagen Foundation. WENE had three
rounds of funding (2014, 2015, 2017). The accompanying project was
funded by the Ministry of Science and Culture of Lower Saxony. It had
three principal investigators—the two of us and Claudia Binder. We were
in charge of the research question which was devoted to the appropriate
evaluation of transdisciplinary research. Working on this question covered
not only investigating the topic, but also contributing to the development
of quality criteria that were used in making funding decisions in WfNE.
The practitioners with whom we collaborated in our part of the project
were the Volkswagen Foundation, the Ministry of Science and Culture,
and the interdisciplinary group of scholars responsible for reviewing the
research proposals. We observed the discussions of the reviewers (tape
recording), we interviewed the reviewers as well as members of the foun-
dation and the ministry (qualitative interviews) in order to learn about
their experiences in conducting the evaluation, and we asked the appli-
cants how they experienced the process of submission and evaluation
(qualitative interviews; online questionnaire). Subsequently, we discussed
the empirical results with the members of the foundation and the ministry
involved in the management of the research program and provided a
collaboratively revised list of evaluation criteria. This new list was used
in the second round of funding, and again we observed the discussions
of the reviewers and asked the different actors about their experiences
in using this list and about their judgment of the adequacy and applica-
bility of each of the criteria. In CS-1 a transdisciplinary collaboration took
place with uncertified experts and (future) users but not with stakeholders
(those affected by the evaluation, the applicants).

Case study 2 (CS-2) is another accompanying research project we
were in charge of. Over the 2015-2019 period, the Federal State of
Baden-Wiirttemberg funded projects running as real-world laboratories
(two rounds of funding). During this time, the real-world laboratories

3 Project “Civil society and research for sustainable development: demanding and
fostering transdisciplinarity’ (ZiFoNE, 2014-2019).
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program had two accompanying projects. We led one of them* (Defila &
Di Giulio, 2018, see also Schipke, Chapter 6, this volume). In this
project, we contributed to the development of quality criteria used in
the mid-term and in the final evaluation and to the improvement of
the corresponding evaluation processes. The practitioners with whom we
collaborated in this project were the interdisciplinary group of scholars
responsible for reviewing the ongoing research, and the research teams
conducting real-world laboratories. In 2016, the reviewers evaluated the
mid-term reports of the research teams in the first round of funding. Both
the reviewers and those being evaluated criticized the procedure and the
result, which initiated a process of reflection and revisioning. We were in
charge of designing and facilitating this process. We analyzed the evalua-
tion reports the reviewers had produced as well as the critique the research
teams had voiced with a view to the coherence and consistency of the eval-
uation and to how the reviewers had justified and interpreted the criteria.
Based on the results of the analysis, we suggested how the evaluation
process could be improved (criteria and procedure) for the second round
of funding. Both the criteria and procedure suggested were subjected to
a participatory process with the research teams (both rounds of funding)
and a feedback process with the review panel. That is, the research teams
participated in the development of the quality criteria that then were
applied to their own projects. At a later stage, part of this process was
repeated in order to develop the criteria for the final evaluation of the
projects (both rounds of funding). In CS-2 a transdisciplinary collabora-
tion took place with stakeholders (those affected by the evaluation, the
research teams).

Case study 3 (CS-3) is situated in the same funding context as CS-2,
the real-world laboratories program funded by the Federal State of Baden-
Wiirttemberg. A third round of funding real-world laboratories started in
2021; in 2023, the projects had the possibility of submitting a proposal
for a two-year-extension (starting in 2024 ). We are mandated to provide
methodical support and coaching for the teams that are conducting the
projects. In addition, we had a time-limited mandate (2022) to support
the process of setting in place the mid-term evaluation and the evalua-
tion of the proposals for the two-year-extensions. The practitioners with
whom we collaborated in fulfilling this mandate were the Ministry of

4 Project “Linking, understanding, continuing real-world laboratories’ (2015-2019).
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Science, Research and Arts Baden-Wiirttemberg, the professional agency
in charge of organizing the evaluation, and the research teams conducting
real-world laboratories. In contrast to CS-2, we did not interact with the
review panel. We provided a first input into the process by reminding
the funder (including the professional evaluation agency in charge of
organizing the evaluation) of the process that had taken place in the
2015-2019 period and by providing the materials that had been produced
in this process. Based on this, the funders decided how they would like
to proceed and what evaluation criteria they would like to apply. We
provided feedback on their concepts and helped to design and facilitate
an online workshop in which the research teams had the opportunity
to discuss and comment on the criteria. Based on the research teams’
feedback, the criteria were revised and handed over to the review panel
for the final decision. That is, also in CS-3, the research teams partici-
pated in developing the quality criteria that then were applied to their
own projects. In CS-3 a transdisciplinary collaboration took place with
stakeholders (those affected by the evaluation, the research teams).

In the following section, we report on our learnings from these case
studies, focusing on three topics: the practical requirements with regard
to evaluation criteria, the interdisciplinary nature of the process of eval-
uating transdisciplinary research, and the benefits of a transdisciplinary
approach to developing criteria and procedures for evaluating transdisci-
plinary research. We draw mainly on the experiences and results of CS-1 in
which we collected empirical data but complement this by the experiences
in CS-2 and/or CS-3.

5.3 REQUIREMENTS FOR PRACTICABLE
CRITERIA TO EVALUATE THE QUALITY
OF TRANSDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

In 2014, WINE was launched (CS-1). The aim of the program was to
fund research looking into issues of sustainability without further limi-
tations regarding the topics to address or the scientific fields invited for
submission. In the first round of funding, two related but not identical
sets of criteria were used (see Table 5.2). One of them was published in
the call for projects, the other resulted from specifying these criteria for
the review process. Both lists were provided by the funder (ministry and
foundation).
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Table 5.2 The two sets of criteria used in the first round of funding of WinE
in 2014. The list in the left-hand column was communicated to the applicants,
the list in the right-hand column was communicated to the review panel

Criteria call for projects

Operationalized critevia for the rveview
process

A comprehensible presentation of the state
of research, encompassing both the
disciplinary state of the art and relevant
transdisciplinary studies

An explicit reflection and explanation of the
project’s contribution to the goal of an
ecologically, socially and economically
sustainable and intergenerational just
development

A methodically and administratively
regulated collaboration transcending
disciplinary borders taking place on the
basis of recognized disciplinary research of
those involved in the project

A presentation of the potential to provide
solutions to one or several virulent societal
challenges

The consideration of the perspective of
affected citizens as well as social groups in
the process of weighing up different specific
suggestions developed for how to solve
societal problems

Locating the project work planned in
the sustainability discourse

Presentation of disciplinary state of
research and how the work planned in
the project is related to it

Presentation of the transdisciplinary state
of research and how the work planned in
the project is related to it

Expected contribution to the disciplinary
advance of knowledge

Consideration of the social, ecological
and economic dimensions

Contribution to the ‘reproductive
capacity’ of current living conditions for
future generations (‘intergenerational just
development”)

Interdisciplinarity of the teams
Organization of the collaboration
Qualification of the applicants

Topical question having a high societal
relevance

Presentation of the potential to provide
solutions

Consideration of the perspective of
actors from civil society (where
appropriate by involving these actors)

Originality of the research question

We asked the applicants (qualitative interviews, lasting about 15
minutes) what they believe are important criteria to evaluate sustainability
research and whether the different criteria published in the call (Table 5.2,
left-hand column) make sense to them. We asked the reviewers (qualita-
tive interviews, lasting about an hour) whether the different criteria they
were asked to use (Table 5.2, right-hand column) were adequate for the
purpose of assessing and selecting proposals for funding. And we asked
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both groups whether they felt any criteria were lacking. The applicants
voiced a number of difficulties with the criteria as they had been published
in the call, and the reviewers also expressed difficulties as the criteria had
been specified for evaluating the project proposals. The analysis of the
data was informed by two questions: What criteria do the respondents
use in judging the suitability of criteria? What do the respondents suggest
in terms of revising the criteria?

The findings from the first question (see Table 5.3) show that the
main criteria the applicants and the reviewers used to assess the criteria
differ although showing some overlap and that they are informed by the
respondents’ respective roles.

In the interviews, both groups of respondents made suggestions for
how to change the criteria. Based on these suggestions, we reprocessed
the list of criteria. This was a collaborative process with the funder that
resulted in a new list of criteria that was used in the second round of
funding 2015 (see Table 5.4). Major changes covered the following:
the new criteria did not predetermine a specific theoretical approach to
sustainable development, actual or perceived redundancies were elimi-
nated, and the criteria were presented and operationalized in the format
of questions whereby the questions used to specify each criterion were
not meant to be applied cumulatively but rather to define the conceptual
space to consider in applying the criteria to an individual proposal.

Again, we asked both the applicants (online questionnaire this time)
and the reviewers (qualitative interviews as before) about their experiences
and how they judge the adequacy of the criteria. After that, we discussed
the results and the criteria in a meeting with the funder and the review
panel. Applicants, reviewers, and the funder were satisfied with the new set
of criteria and judged it to be suitable (the funder took the final decision
on the criteria). In the third round of funding in 2017, this list of criteria
was published as a part of the call for projects.

The process in CS-2 (evaluation of mid-term reports, starting in 2016)
was again initiated by the actors (reviewers, project teams) not being satis-
fied with a first list of nine criteria and resulted in a collaboratively agreed
list of seven. The process was designed as follows: Based on our anal-
yses of the evaluation reports, on the critique by the research teams, and
on our experiences in CS-1, we provided a first list of revised criteria
that were operationalized in the format of questions. In workshops, the
research teams discussed and revised this list, and the result of this process
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Table 5.3 The main criteria applicants and reviewers used in judging the
suitability of the criteria

Muain criteria used in judging the suitability of the criteria

By the applicants: They want

By the reviewers: They want ...

Clarity

Compliance,
Applicability

Weighting

Flexibility

Compatibility

Manageability

Objectivity

... to know what exactly is
meant by the different criteria
in order to know how they
should consider them in their
proposal

. criteria they actually feel
able to comply with in their
research design and in their
proposal

. to know how the different
criteria are weighted in
making funding decisions

... to know what exactly is meant
with the different criteria in order
to know how they have to be
operationalized when they are
applied to a proposal

. criteria they can judge on the
basis of the information and
documents provided

. criteria covering all relevant
dimensions of a project, but at the
same time they want their
operationalization to allow them
to be adapted to the specific
characteristics of individual projects

. criteria that are not tied to
specific theories but can be applied
to a broad range of approaches. In
other words, criteria should not be
phrased in ways that presuppose
the projects adopt particular
theories (such as a specific notion
of sustainability), and technical
language should be kept to a
minimum

. short lists of criteria, being as
distinct as possible with each
focusing on a different aspect of a
project

. criteria that are not solely
dependent on their individual and
subjective opinion (such as
whether something is societally
relevant)
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Table 5.4 The revised criteria used in the second round of funding of WiE in
2015, showing the entire list (left-hand column) and how selected criteria were

operationalized (right-hand column)

Revised criteria

Operationalized critevia (selection)

Does the project have the potential to
make a relevant contribution to sustainable
development?

Is the scientific quality of the proposal
convincing?

Are the applicants sufficiently qualified to
run the project?

Is the project original and innovative?

Are the interdisciplinary team composition
and the organization of the
interdisciplinary collaboration convincing?

Is the notion of sustainability used by the
project convincing, i.e. does it proceed
from a multidimensional notion of
sustainability that also encompasses
intergenerational justice?

Is the subject addressed in the project
topical and relevant in relation to
sustainable development?

Does the project have the potential to
make a relevant contribution to societal
transformation toward sustainability?
Does the project have the potential to
make a relevant contribution to
sustainability studies?

Are there findings and products to be
expected from the project that can be
practically implemented?

()

Is the composition of the consortium
convincing in relation to the aims and
questions of the project?

Is it convincingly explained how the
different work steps will be coordinated
in terms of content?

Is the methodical design to achieve a
synthesis convincingly explained?

Is it sufficiently apparent that joint
products will be developed?

Does the planned project structure appear
to be suitable with a view to a
synthesis-building process?

(continued)
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Table 5.4 (continued)

Revised criteria Operationalized criteria (selection)

Is the way in which civil society actors are s it convincingly explained for each of
to be integrated into the project the individual civil society actors why
convincing? they participate in the project?
Is the contribution to be made by each
civil society actor sufficiently clear, and is
it convincingly shown that this is a
substantial contribution to the project?
Is it convincingly explained what methods
will be applied in the collaboration with
the civil society actors?
Did the practice partners provide binding
and sufficiently concrete commitments as
to what they will have to contribute?

was subsequently discussed with and revised by the reviewers (the review
panel took the final decision on the criteria).

At a meta-level, the lists of criteria resulting from these processes (CS-
1, CS-2) can be characterized as follows: The lists differ with regard to
the content of the criteria, that is, both lists of criteria are tailored to
the individual funding program. They cannot be simply transferred to
another funding context. Although the criteria in both lists are in line with
core requirements of transdisciplinary research as they are formulated in
the scholarly discourse, the language used in how they are formulated is
not entirely the technical language this academic community uses. If] in
our role as certified experts, we had provided the lists of criteria, these
would have been, at least in part, formulated differently. Only one of
the six criteria in CS-1 addresses the transdisciplinary process directly
(two if we also count the criterion addressing the interdisciplinarity of the
consortium). The list in CS-2 has two criteria that address the transdis-
ciplinary process directly (knowledge-integration, participation) and two
that address processes of diffusion and of generating societal impact. In
both lists, all the criteria are qualitative, and their number is limited. In
both funding contexts, the actors considered it useful to have criteria in
the format of questions and to specify these by questions.
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5.4 THE INTERDISCIPLINARY NATURE OF THE PROCESS
OF EVALUATING TRANSDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

The process of evaluation in CS-1 (research proposals) was rather
complex. Roughly it worked as follows. First, applicants submitted a full
proposal, which was evaluated by an interdisciplinary panel of reviewers.
Each member of the panel was assigned several proposals, which they
read against the criteria provided. They met for a one-day discussion to
decide which of the proposals they deemed to be eligible for funding
(roughly 30% of the submitted proposals). These applicants were invited
to present their projects in a two-day colloquium open to the public.
During and directly after this colloquium the reviewers met for several
rounds of discussion and decided which of the projects should receive
funding (approximately half of the eligible projects). In the interviews
that took place some months after this process, the reviewers described in
hindsight how they had experienced the process. The following is based
on the main points that were voiced in these interviews by several of the
reviewers.

Neither the broad spectrum of research fields nor the diversity of disci-
plines covered by the submitted proposals were represented in the review
panel. In other words, the review process in CS-1 was of a multidis-
ciplinary nature both with regard to the composition of the team of
reviewers and with regard to the disciplinary background of the proposals
each reviewer had to assess. This meant that the reviewers were constantly
forced to move out of their individual comfort zone:

Sometimes, I found it difficult to judge to what extent the disciplinary
state of research was well presented and whether the research question was
sufficiently related to it, which is also one of the criteria. And we always
had only one statement on this topic [by a member of the panel] to draw
on [...] and sometimes none. (Interview with rcviewcr)5

Review decisions in CS-1 had to be backed by the entire group, which
meant that the reviewers had to integrate their different perspectives
and reach a decision they all agreed with. Thus, the review process in
CS-1 aimed to be interdisciplinary because it aimed to reach an inte-
grated judgment. In this process, the reviewers experienced the problems

5 The illustrative quotes are from different reviewers.
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that tend to characterize any interdisciplinary collaboration—problems
of bridging different disciplinary worldviews as well as the problem that
the processes of consensus-building and of knowledge-integration are not
always carefully designed and supported:

When I think of the [...] engineers and the sociologists, these are two
different worlds, aren’t they? We did have diametrical sensitivities and
perceptions and also judgements. (Interview with reviewer)

And then it started, how can I say, a fundamental discussion about the
relationship between certain sciences and the pecking order in sciences,
and who’s better now than the other and so on. (Interview with reviewer)

But I also got the impression that in this interdisciplinary communication
there might have been a little more exchange at some points. (Interview
with reviewer)

Achieving an integrated judgment—that is, succeeding in the interdis-
ciplinary integration of perspectives—was experienced to be individually
rewarding and regarded as adding substantially to the quality of the results
of the funding decisions:

And T also experience it to be enriching, because one does learn from
each other, that is, one learns how other people do actually look at the
proposals with their disciplinary backgrounds, that is, what do they read
in this proposal, which I read with a specific lens and perspective and with
regard to which I have a specific perception and judgement. (Interview
with reviewer)

Of course, in one’s own review, in the course of the individual prepa-
ration, there were always a few questions left unanswered, but the group
served this purpose to discuss these questions in the group. And this always
worked, that in the group these questions could be answered very quickly.
Well, I was not left alone with anything. (Interview with reviewer)

And, of course, there might always be projects, which, if I had been the
only person to decide whether to fund them or not, might not have been
funded. But that is the advantage of considering different perspectives in
deciding and of deciding with different people. (Interview with reviewer)
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That there were always several people who were discussing and deciding
on a proposal, that maybe the bias which one has or where one had to
exceed the personal comfort zone or expertise, perhaps, then hopefully
was compensated for. (Interview with reviewer)

One of the risks of not striving for and achieving an interdisciplinary—
an integrated—judgment is ending up with unbalanced funding decisions
that might systematically privilege some approaches and/or knowledge
systems and /or topics. Another risk manifested itself in CS-2. In the first
round of funding, the reviewers wrote individual comments on the project
teams’ mid-term reports, which were used to produce the mid-term
reviews without them having first been subject to an in-depth discussion
and an interdisciplinary integration of perspectives in the (interdisci-
plinary) group of reviewers. Our comparative analysis of these mid-term
reviews found that the different evaluation criteria had been interpreted
differently by the members of the review panel resulting in an inconsistent
and sometimes even contradictory mid-term review.

Our case studies confirm that the process of evaluating transdisci-
plinary research is inevitably multidisciplinary. But they also show that
this process is not always interdisciplinary, meaning that it is not always
organized in such a way as to lead to integrated judgments although this
does, if successful, improve the quality of the evaluation and the decision-
making. Aiming at integrated judgments is time-consuming because it
requires reviewers to engage in intensive interdisciplinary processes of
consensus-building and of knowledge-integration, and it is demanding
because these processes must be designed and moderated. In such a
process reviewers learn from each other and broaden their horizons.
This might strengthen what Misra et al. (2015) call a ‘transdisciplinary
orientation’, because it provides them with a positive experience of
interdisciplinary collaboration—and such experiences do possibly add to
reviewers’ willingness to engage in such time-consuming and cognitively
challenging processes.

But the interdisciplinary interaction should not be limited to the group
of reviewers as was emphasized by the applicants in CS-1. In a funding
context that addresses any scientific field, it is quite a challenge to ensure
comprehensibility for a broad spectrum of disciplines. In such a context
the applicants cannot know what information they need to explain in
their proposals and what information the reviewers will be able to infer.
This problem can be eased by an oral exchange between reviewers and
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applicants. That is, ideally an interdisciplinary process of evaluating trans-
disciplinary research plans for such an exchange (and removes the review
panels’ anonymity). The value such an exchange could have can be
illustrated by the experience in CS-3. Evaluation criteria might be inter-
preted differently by scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds.
This became obvious in how the project teams discussed the evalua-
tion criteria suggested by the funder (mid-term evaluation) in the online
workshop. Discussing criteria with those who have to comply with them
makes it possible to identify the criteria that need to be reformulated (or
explained) in order to avoid misunderstandings.

5.5 THE POTENTIAL OF ADOPTING
A TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH IN SETTING
UP THE EVALUATION OF TRANSDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

In all three case studies, the process of how the external evaluation of
transdisciplinary projects was developed (criteria and procedure) shows
transdisciplinary elements by involving actors who play different roles.
The three case studies differ in terms of the intensity of the transdisci-
plinary collaboration with the different actors involved (see Table 5.5).
An intensive collaboration of review panels and funders (uncertified
experts, (future) users) in developing criteria and procedures seems an

Table 5.5 Intensity with which the uncertified experts, (future) users, stake-
holders, and certified experts were involved in the development of the criteria
and procedures for the external evaluation of transdisciplinary projects

Actors involved

Case study 1

Case study 2

Case study 3

Uncertified experts
(review panel,
funder)

(Future) Users
(funder, review
panel)
Stakeholders
(applicants, project
teams)

Certified experts
(authors of chapter)

Participated in
development

Participated in
development

Were asked for
feedback

Design, facilitation
of process

Were asked for
feedback

Were asked for
feedback

Participated in
development

Design, facilitation
of process

Results of
participative process
were handed over
Results of
participative process
were handed over
Participated in
development

Consulting on
process
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obvious thing to do. But in many cases, this is not done systematically.
Rather, as a rule, the funder provides the criteria to be used and the review
panel can modify these criteria to a certain extent. This was the case with
CS-1 in which the review panel’s deep dissatisfaction with the criteria
led to the transdisciplinary process of revising these. The funder had not
planned this, and it would not have happened systematically without the
involvement of certified experts who designed and facilitated the process.
In CS-1, the scholarly knowledge about transdisciplinarity, the practical
needs and experiences of funders and reviewers as well as the experience-
based expertise of the funders and reviewers fed into the process and its
result in a transdisciplinary way. This increased the credibility and the
salience of the evaluation. The stakeholders’ perspectives were included
by extractive methods and via feedback.

While in CS-1 the applicants (the stakeholders) did not actively partic-
ipate in the collaborative development of the criteria, this was the case
in CS-2 and CS-3. In CS-2, they were involved because they criticized
their mid-term review. Again, such a process was not planned by the
funder, and it would not have been possible without the involvement
of certified experts who designed and facilitated the process. In CS-3,
the stakeholders were involved because based on the previous experience
(CS-2) the funder wanted this to happen in order to improve the quality
and transparency of the evaluation. The certified experts were involved
as consultants, and they reminded the funder about the previous achieve-
ments (CS-2) and thus guaranteed that the current process built on what
had been learned and developed in the past. In CS-2 and CS-3, the
scholarly knowledge about transdisciplinarity as well as the stakeholders’
concerns, experiences, and interests fed into the process and its result in
a transdisciplinary way. This increased the legitimacy of the evaluation.
The funders’ and the reviewers’ perspectives also fed into the process, but
there was no point in which all actors engaged in a direct discussion and
collaboration with each other.

One might ask whether it is reasonable to involve applicants and
project teams in developing criteria and procedures that will be applied
to their own proposals and projects. In CS-2 and CS-3, this worked out
well and lead to criteria on which all actors agreed. Furthermore, in CS-3,
the project teams were asked what they expect from the mid-term evalu-
ation, which was done in an online workshop setting. The answers were
collected on a whiteboard cover four dimensions:
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e Expectations of the evaluation’s quality: fair; taking the individuality
of the projects into account; efficient, transparent with regard to the
criteria; considering both qualitative and quantitative dimensions.

e What should be taken into account in evaluating the projects: the
specialty of the research format (real-world laboratories); external
factors that influence progress but are out of reach of the projects;
what can realistically be achieved at the mid-term; that activities
aimed at including stakeholders or at achieving long-term impact
should be acknowledged, even if not all of them are successful.

e What the evaluation should yield for the projects: opportunity to
reflect and learn about the progress of the project; getting (construc-
tive) feedback, food for thought, and suggestions with a view to the
second phase; opportunity to question and revise the design and plan
for the second phase; making visible the efforts of the first phase; a
special focus on the methods used to implement participation.

e Expectations about how the evaluation should contribute to the
broader discourse about the research format of real-world labora-
tories.

Based on our experiences in all three case studies, the benefits of
including certified experts and stakeholders in the collaborative devel-
opment of the external evaluation of transdisciplinary projects can be
summarized as follows:

o The certified experts contribute expertise not only in relation to
the topic of transdisciplinarity and of evaluating transdisciplinary
research, but also with regard to how the inter- and transdisci-
plinary processes of consensus-building and knowledge-integration
related to the evaluation processes could be designed and facilitated.
Compared to the other actors involved in the process the certified
experts are neutral on the set of criteria and the evaluation proce-
dure. In procedures that extend over a period, the certified experts
can serve as a measure of quality assurance for the process. They
encourage self-reflection by questioning practices or by presenting
results from the accompanying research.

e The stakeholders contribute, of course, their concerns, experiences,
expectations, and interests. Considering the stakeholders’ perspec-
tives adds to their commitment to high-quality transdisciplinary
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research. In addition, in most cases, being academics, the stake-
holders amplify the spectrum of disciplinary perspectives that are
considered in formulating the criteria. This in turn could help
funders and reviewers in doing justice to the diversity of disciplines,
non-academic actors, topics, and approaches that are represented
in a transdisciplinary research program and to the individuality of
transdisciplinary projects.

Finally, a transdisciplinary approach should not focus solely on devel-
oping the criteria, but target the entire process of evaluation as was
emphasized by reviewers in CS-1:

Because I think that actually the evaluation procedures should be carried
out exactly in this way. That is: as transparent as possible and in compliance
with comprehensible criteria, but also be willing to review and change the
adopted process at any time, and where there is a need for change and the
possibility to change to then actually do so. (Interview with reviewer)

In emphasizing the benefits of applying a transdisciplinary approach to the
evaluation of transdisciplinary research we do not advocate a democratic
approach—the final decisions about both criteria and procedures rest with
the funder or the review panel.

5.6 CONCLUSION

The processes in interdisciplinary review panels that evaluate transdisci-
plinary research face the same problems, can yield the same added value,
and need the same support as any form of interdisciplinary collaboration.
Thus, such processes should meet the same quality requirements as any
other interdisciplinary collaboration and must be carefully designed and
facilitated in order to lead to shared problem framings and integrated
results. A high-quality evaluation of transdisciplinary research requires
time-consuming processes in which reviewers from different disciplines
interact with each other and with the applicants. Reviewers must be
willing to leave their individual comfort zone and to enter an interdis-
ciplinary collaboration. But they must not be left alone to deal with the
challenges they encounter while doing this. Taking decisions in a group
supports the individual reviewers, eases their responsibility—and might
facilitate their willingness to leave their comfort zone and to admit to
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personal uncertainties. The community of scholars doing research on the
evaluation of transdisciplinary research should insist that the procedural
quality of such processes is respected and examine the dynamics of these
processes.

A transdisciplinary approach has the potential of adding to the cred-
ibility, salience, and legitimacy of how the quality of transdisciplinary
research is evaluated. Funders should consider involving applicants and
project teams (stakeholders) in developing quality criteria that are then
applied to their own projects, and they should consider collecting and
serving the expectations of those that are affected by mid-term evalua-
tions in order to enhance the beneficial impact of mid-term evaluations
(see also Defila & Di Giulio, 2020). This requires a reconsideration of
the relationship between those that do an evaluation and those that are
evaluated, such that the usually hierarchical relationship is replaced with
one that is based on partnership. Funders should consider involving certi-
fied experts of inter- and transdisciplinarity, such as in the format of an
accompanying research project, that examine and support the ongoing
process(es). The certified experts in turn should be sensitive to their role
when they engage in such processes without themselves being reviewers.
A collaboration with funders, reviewers, and applicants is a transdisci-
plinary collaboration. Certified experts engaging in such transdisciplinary
collaborations must be aware that they cannot impose their criteria and
theories on the uncertified experts, (future) users, or stakeholders but
need to enter a process of consensus-building and knowledge-integration
with them.

The scholarly approach of certified experts to the topic of how to eval-
uate the quality of transdisciplinary research should be reconsidered. One
question on which to reflect is whether the perspectives of uncertified
experts, (future) users, and stakeholders are sufficiently considered. In
developing suggestions for how to evaluate transdisciplinary research that
shall actually be used in funding decisions and in mid-term or final eval-
uations, not only the scholarly knowledge about transdisciplinarity has
to be taken into account, but also the expertise of the uncertified experts
(funders and reviewers), what (future) users (funders, and reviewers) actu-
ally need from a practical perspective, and what bothers stakeholders
(applicants, project teams). If these perspectives do not feed into the
scholarly discussion, the suggestions emerging from this discussion will
not be sufficiently linked to the practice of doing evaluations. This ques-
tion also touches on the language used in the scholarly discourse about
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the evaluation of transdisciplinary research; it has to be asked whether
the terminology that is used is to a too large extent loaden with the
theories and terms of the academic community rather than linking to
the language of uncertified experts, (future) users, and stakeholders. A
second question arises from the fact that in an actual evaluation of trans-
disciplinary research it is impossible to use a large number of criteria that
cover all aspects that are, according to the knowledge of certified experts,
important to achieve high-quality transdisciplinary research. Furthermore,
the sets of criteria that are used cannot be limited to mirroring trans-
disciplinary quality but also have to mirror the funding context and the
funders’ worldviews and policies. Against this background, the topic that
has dominated the scholarly debate for quite some time now has to be
questioned: All the highly differentiated lists of criteria that have been
developed are useful as a source of inspiration for external evaluations
(as well as those developed primarily for internal self-evaluation). But
they cannot be more than that, because they are too differentiated and
comprehensive for the purpose of an external evaluation. The question
thus is whether it would be better to stop developing ever more elaborate
sets of criteria and turn to other questions instead.

We might summarize our conclusions and learnings in the form of
three general messages:

Message 1: Criteria that can be used in taking funding decisions or
in mid-term or final evaluations have themselves to meet criteria, and
these criteria should be informed by the expertise and the practical
needs of those applying them and consider the concerns of those
affected by them.

Message 2: There are enough suitable sets of criteria that can (and
have to) be adapted for specific evaluations. The scholarly debate on
inter- and transdisciplinarity should now move forward and focus on
the process of evaluation itself and on how this process should be
designed and supported.

Message 3: It makes sense to adopt a transdisciplinary approach
to develop evaluation criteria for transdisciplinary research and to
improve the evaluation process. The evaluation process in turn
must itself meet the same quality criteria as any other inter- or
transdisciplinary process.
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We are convinced that the quality of how transdisciplinary research is
evaluated can be improved by developing criteria to assess the quality of
evaluations as well as by transdisciplinary collaborations. What our case
studies did not cover and thus remains to be investigated is what role
non-academics can and should play in this.
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CHAPTER 6

Accompanying Transformation-Oriented
Research: Contributions, Relations
and Methods

Niko Schiipke

6.1 INTRODUCTION: TRANSFORMATION-ORIENTED
AND ACCOMPANYING RESEARCH

There has been far too little progress in overcoming socio-ecological
problems and shaping a sustainable future in terms of scale and speed.
Societal transformations, as fundamental changes in socio-ecological and
socio-technical systems towards more sustainability and justice, are thus
high on scientific and political agendas (e.g. Patterson et al., 2017,
https://www.ipbes.net/transformative-change; Scoones et al., 2020;
United Nations General Assembly, 2015). Transformational sustainability
research is concerned with understanding and developing solutions to
persistent socio-ecological problems, with a focus on intentionally shaping
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societal change (Fazey et al., 2018; Wiek & Lang, 2016). There are
various approaches to transformation-oriented research, including among
others real-world, urban living or transformation labs, transition manage-
ment, adaptive socio-ecological systems management, backcasting and
transition experiments (McCrory et al., 2020; Wiek & Lang, 2016).
Jointly, approaches aspire to make tangible contributions to benefit soci-
etal transformations towards sustainability (Schipke et al., 2018a, b).
They address problems in complex systems in future-oriented and partici-
patory ways, aiming to catalyse learning and innovation via the integration
of various kinds of knowledge (Caniglia et al., 2020).

Transformation-oriented sustainability research has roots in pragma-
tism (Caniglia et al., 2020). Here, the generation of knowledge is
action-oriented and motivated to enable insights on how to tackle real-
world problems. Knowledge is created in a transdisciplinary process that
links action, reflection and capacity building (Caniglia et al., 2020). It is
most effectively co-produced in context-based, pluralist and goal-oriented
processes (Norstrom et al., 2020), hosted in spaces for social learning
and interaction (Wittmayer & Schipke, 2014). Accordingly, the design
and facilitation of processes of knowledge co-production and integration
become core activities in transformation-oriented sustainability research
(Miller, 2013; Wittmayer & Schipke, 2014). Processes are marked by
constant iteration and adaptation, taking up new insights as well as
unfolding needs and demands of participants.

Transformation-oriented research faces several challenges. This
includes to design research processes oriented towards continuos emer-
gence and iteration (see Regeer et al., this volume, Chapter 3). Decisions
on adaptation should be well informed and aware of their implica-
tions for research and practice, which can be hard to foresee in daily
research practice. Furthermore, developing overarching insights from
transdisciplinary research, including on its processes and impacts, is inher-
ently difficult, not least as engaged researchers have to balance the
rigorous generation of knowledge and demands to appropriatly facil-
itate the process (Belcher & Halliwell, 2021; Schipke et al., 2024).
Morecover, transformation-oriented research such as in the form of real-
world laboratories (RwLs) is still new to many researchers and a highly
complex task, which in parts is at odds with disciplinary traditions and
their good practice standards (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a; Verwoerd
et al., 2020). Challenges call for support of researchers engaged in
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transformation-oriented research, including in knowledge development,
process facilitation and decision-making.

Here, I present accompanying research—namely, research that accom-
panies and researches others’ research—as a possibility for complementing
and supporting transformation-oriented research in transdisciplinary
knowledge co-production and process reflexivity. Accompanying research
can generally be applied to support science and research of various
kinds. In my view, the specifics and challenges of transformation-oriented
research make the complementary use of accompanying research partic-
ularly beneficial. To make my contribution more specific and tangible,
I focus on accompanying research for RwLs. RwLs are characterized by
transdisciplinary experimentation, aiming to research and contribute to
the transformation of society. Thus, they can function as an ideal-typical
example of transformation-oriented sustainability research (Schipke et al.,
2018b) and to discuss related accompanying research.

So, what is accompanying rescarch and how can it benefit
transformation-oriented sustainability science? What methods does
accompanying research use and how does it relate to those being accom-
panied?

Following this introduction the chapter first outlines the objectives
and contributions of accompanying research, and second goes on to
claborate on how to conceive and structure the relationships between
accompanying research and relevant stakeholders, including necessary
balancing acts. Together, objectives and relationships make it possible to
describe and design the functioning of accompanying research (Defila &
Di Giulio, 2018a). Conceptual reasoning is further complemented with
suitable methods to deploy accompanying research, aiming to provide
hands-on guidance. In the #hird section, and to deepen considerations,
I present and discuss a case study of accompanying research to the
Co-Creative Reflection and Dialogue Space (CCRDS) from UNFCCC
climate conferences. The chapter ends with a concluding discussion.

Concerning methods and data, elaborations on objectives and relation-
ships build on a synthesis of insights published by experts in accompa-
nying research (including Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a; Freeth & Vilsmaier,
2019; Weith et al., 2019 and others) and on the wider literature on
transformation-oriented research. I also include reflections based on my
experience in the accompanying research of RwlLs, including 14 so-
called BaWii Labs from Baden-Wiirttemberg in Germany, taking place
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from 2014 to 2018. The CCRDS case study combines self-reflection,
reflections in the CCRDS team, and considerations of academic studies.

6.2 UNDERSTANDING ACCOMPANYING
RESEARCH AND ITS CONTRIBUTIONS

Accompanying research accompanies and researches the research activi-
ties of third parties and is therefore characterized by the relationship to
other people’s research (Fiedeler et al., 2010). These may be the research
activities of a single research project, for example, the various real-world
experiments of a RwL, or different research projects within a research
programme (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a; Weith et al., 2019). Accompa-
nying research is usually conducted by individuals who are not directly
involved in the research activities being accompanied, but who are in
engagement with them, observing, documenting, and thus being able to
shape an ongoing process of reflection (von Wehrden et al., 2019). In
this sense, accompanying research is independent research despite being
related to others’ research (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a).

Accompanying research has different objectives, depending on the
subject in question and the sponsor, be it a single research project, or
the funding body of for instance an entire funding line. It can provide
the funding body with further insights into the funded programme—or
help those involved in a transformation-oriented research project to better
understand it and its impact. This could include the ‘reflexive generation
of new knowledge’ (Weith et al., 2019, p. 294), knowledge management,
or communication and networking for the accompanied research.

For Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019) the promotion of learning processes
of accompanied research teams lies at the centre of their approach to
formative accompanying research. They distinguish learning about, with
and for the team: learning about refers to the generation of transferable
insights about the accompanied research; learning with occurs in the role
of a team member of the accompanied research; and learning for aims at
strengthening the research project and its results through interventions
in the research process. In sum, accompanied research can inform, shape,
and improve the research process! (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019).

L At times, accompanying research is called formative accompanying research, as it
supports the improvement of the accompanied research in some form. I avoid introducing
a formal distinction between formative and ‘regular’ accompanying research and treat both
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How to obtain a structured overview of the various possible contribu-
tions and their implications for designing accompanying research? Based
on many years of experience, Defila and Di Giulio (2018a) propose
two main contributions of accompanying research: research and knowl-
edge generation as well as procedural support. These functions can be
designed differently, depending on the specific objectives, competencies
and funding of the accompanying research (ibid.). I next discuss the
two generic types of contributions and their implications for design and
suitable methods.

6.2.1  Research and Knowledge Generation

This concerns the question: What scientific and practical knowledge is/shall
be generated by the accompanying research (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a)?

Three types of new knowledge that accompanying research generates
are distinguished (ibid.).

Knowledge about fundamental topics of the accompanied RwL
or RwL funding programme (K1): Here, the accompanying research
generates complementary knowledge and fills possible thematic knowl-
edge gaps (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). Accordingly, RwL accompanying
research could be commissioned by the project leadership to contribute
knowledge to a thematic area that is identified as particularly relevant
in the course of the project, but which is not adequately covered by the
existing sub-projects. A hypothetical example might include a RwL exper-
imenting with autonomous driving for mobility transitions that has a rapid
need for new knowledge on upcoming legal issues restricting autonomous
driving, but lacks the resources to develop this knowledge. Another possi-
bility is, that the funding agency decides that an additional topical area not
covered by the originally funded RwLs is in need of research (Deflia &
Di Giulio 2018a). The contribution of such fundamental knowledge is
conceivable if the accompanying research starts the project with open
capacities and has sufficient knowledge and competencies in the new
topic area. This is unlikely to be a common situation. The accompanying
research will itself often have a set research agenda, and lack in-depth

as broadly synonymous, generally assuming some form of support from accompanying to
accompanied research.
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expertise on specific topical areas of RwLs, but rather have capacities on
process facilitation, reflexivity and knowledge integration per se. For this
reason, this contribution will not be discussed in further depth. Suitable
methods would be diverse, depending on the topic in question, and not
specific to doing accompanying research.

Knowledge of processes within a RwL or RwL funding
programme (K2): This knowledge is acquired from a (partly) indepen-
dent perspective (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). The accompanying research
takes on the role of critical, analytical research that aims to gain insights
into activities of the RwL or programme. For example, it collects and
structures methods for conducting experiments within a RwL or synthe-
sises related success factors (Bergmann et al., 2021). Insights gained can
support the design, orientation and optimization of an (upcoming) RwL
and its processes (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019). As Defila and Di Giulio
(2018a) point out, to develop K2 knowledge it is helpful if the accompa-
nying research has specific expertise on observed scientific processes and
aspects—for example, on methods of transdisciplinary research as used by
RwLs (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a, see also Bergmann et al., 2021).

Suitable methods are required to collect and compare data from
different parts of the project, such as different experiments, or various
RwLs of a funding line. In my experience, this includes literature reviews,
surveys, different types of interviews, group discussions as well as the
analysis of metadata, e.g. from project proposals, result documents of
sub-projects or experiments or similar ‘grey’ literature. This may include
socio-scientific data and their analysis, as well as technical-scientific data,
for example on resource consumption or ecological indicators related to
the project. An exchange with the members of the RwL team about
(interim) results—such as in workshops—enables the research results to
be compared with practical experience and to learn together (Bergmann
et al., 2021). To facilitate and structure the comparison and synthesis of
findings from different projects or experiments, an overarching analyt-
ical framework may be used (e.g. Luederitz et al., 2017; von Wirth et al.,
2019; Williams & Robinson, 2020). Borrowing from reflexive monitoring
in action, process tracing, reflexive process description or timeline and
eye-opener workshops are some of the methods used to go more deeply
into reflecting on the processes in a transdisciplinary project (van Mierlo
et al., 2010). Given their co-creative character, these methods are suitable
for the following knowledge contribution as well.
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Integrated knowledge on topical and/or procedural aspects (K3)
is generated in collaboration with and between different RwL stake-
holders. Here, the accompanying research acts as a designer and facilitator
of a ‘continuous and systematic process of integration’ (Defila & Di
Giulio, 2018a, p. 99). The objective is to create synergies by linking
knowledge bases from different activities and sub-projects (Defila & Di
Giulio, 2018a) and to enable a joint learning process. Here, accompa-
nying research can include meta- and comparative studies and generate
cross-case knowledge (Weith et al., 2019). The corresponding compe-
tences for the organization of an inter- or transdisciplinary knowledge
integration process should be available in the accompanying research team
(ibid.).

In my experience, appropriate processes and methods often include the
organization and structuring of events or series of events (e.g. work-
shops, seminars, conferences, regular project meetings) for exchange,
joint learning, reflection and knowledge integration. The events serve the
goal-oriented exchange and collective exploration of the (jointly defined)
topics and issues. The starting point for generating cross-cutting insights
should be the clarification of issues and questions of common interest,
as well as the thematization and documentation of mutual expectations
(Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a).

Depending on the objectives and the state of knowledge, the exchange
may be more open and explorative and/or more goal- and result-
oriented. A combination of open and result-oriented phases can be a
good way to combine learning, new insights and securing the results.
Elements for presenting existing knowledge (e.g. the status of work) are
also part of this. The exchange could be organized internally or involve
external actors (e.g. final conferences, thematic workshops), depending
on the need for (additional) knowledge, confidentiality or publicity, as
well as existing organizational resources. Examples from the BaWii Labs
include a combination of events for broad and for focused exchange. We
combined larger conferences, oriented towards broad public participation
and aiming to raise interest in the research programme and RwLs as a new
approach, with more focused symposia that connected actors from RwLs
and experts on transformative research to discuss specific topics (for exam-
ples of events see Schipke et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2016). Events can
additionally serve to create publicity and communication opportunities
(see next section).
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If the accompanying research is part of the RwL team and its regular
working meetings, spontaneous interventions such as by mirroring back
observations or information from surveys to team members are also
possible (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019). This can advance learning and co-
operation processes in the RwL (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019, see section
on dynamic balance of accompanying research). Field notes, partici-
pant observations or simple daily reflection emails to a colleague are
methods to track observations and to bring them to joint consideration
in appropriate situations (Klassen et al., 2021; Wittmayer et al., 2014).

An important step for the generation of integrated knowledge is the
creation of joint products that concretize and document the process of
generating knowledge. Depending on the objective and time horizon,
the documentation might include position or discussion papers, books or
thematic booklets as well as result reports or press releases, blogs, podcasts
or an internet presence. Accompanying research can either exclusively
organize the process without taking on a content-related role (Defila &
Di Giulio, 2018a) or contribute content, for example, in the form of
own chapters or forewords to publications (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a;
for publication examples see Defila & Di Giulio, 2018b, 2019, Schipke
et al., 2018a). Weith and colleagues (2019) also cite joint authorship of
accompanying research with other project stakeholders as an effective way
to integrate knowledge. Co-authorship with multiple authors, including
practitioners, is often said to be challenging with regard to coordination
and motivation, for instance. In my experience, this can be alleviated if
the publication process finds ways to acknowledge verbal and in-workshop
contributions, multiple contributions are managed by drawing on digital
knowledge management tools and there is a stringent, well-coordinated
writing process (for a process example with more than 170 authors see
Fazey et al. [2020]).

In addition to scientific publications, Weith and colleagues (2019)
emphasize the role of practice- and policy-oriented publications, such as
policy recommendations. These may be developed with less time invest-
ment or at least published without the often long publication processes
of academic journals. In addition, they are highly relevant in terms of
the societal impact of RwLs and similar formats. Scientific and practice-
oriented publications can be built up synergistically (Weith et al., 2019). If
accompanying research is involved in terms of content, a clearly delineated
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role in the publication is advisable in order not to jeopardize the criti-
cally independent role in the project (see section on a dynamic-balanced
accompanying reseavch).

6.2.2  Process-Related Contributions of the Accompanying Researvch

This concerns the question: Which further activities are/ shall be imple-
mented to support the research process of the accompanied research
(Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a)?

In addition to knowledge generation, accompanying research can also
bring further additional benefits to an accompanied project, such as a
RwL. This might be, for example, communication, public relations and
networking, including the dissemination of knowledge about the RwL
and its results (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). For this, there might be
different publications, such as editing thematic booklets, anthologies or
websites and blog entries. Other possibilities are the organization of
events involving an (interested) public and/or relevant experts or joint
appearances at conferences (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a; Schipke et al.,
2017). Accompanying research can also initiate the formulation of core
results or policy recommendations and communicate them (Weith et al.,
2019, see section on K2 and K3 above for relevant methods). In addition
to this external communication, Weith and colleagues (2019) cite internal
communication as a possible contribution of accompanying research, for
example, in the context of (co-)designing RwL internal events.

Coaching and consulting of the RwL participants are another contribu-
tion of the accompanying research, such as on the possibilities of meeting
emerging challenges (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). This is also a central
aspect of the formative accompanying research approach developed by
Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019). It can function to enhance reflexivity and
informed decision-making in the accompanied project (Klaassen et al.,
2021; van Mierlo et al., 2010). As RwLs are (still) novel for many
researchers and practitioners, and working in them is highly complex,
such support should be planned for and requested at the outset of a
project to secure possibilities (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). Coaching and
consultation can take place on an ad hoc basis at the request of project
participants, as well as through regular dialogue and reflection workshops
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(see Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a for an exemplary format). While accompa-
nying research can and should openly communicate the offer of coaching
and consulting, it should then be based on the needs and demands of the
project participants and based on the agreement of a clear framework.

A third area cited by Weith and colleagues (2019) is knowledge
management. Here, the accompanying research can make contributions
to the synthesis of the findings of the RwL and offers them to third parties
for use in a structured manner via digital, openly available platforms, for
example. For this, permanent financing of the underlying infrastructure is
crucial (Schneidewind et al., 2018). Within RwL projects, it is conceiv-
able that the accompanying research gets involved in the collection and
structured storage of results from sub-projects and experts via databases
internal to the project (see Table 6.1 for an overview on contributions).

Table 6.1 Contributions of accompanying research to transformation-oriented
sustainability research, related methods and formats

Type of contribution Exemplary methods and formats

Critical-analytical knowledge on processes Collection, critical analysis and

of one or several RwL(s) (K2) comparison of data through:
Objectives: e Literature analysis, surveys, interviews,
e Opverarching insights into various group discussions, (literature) analysis
activities of the RwL (and its’ of metadata and ‘grey’ literature
experiments) ¢ Analysis of socio-economic, ecologic
e Enable orientation, design and or technical data
optimization of the processes of RwLs ® Discussion and comparison of the

results with the RwL team in
workshops, etc.

e DProcess tracing, reflexive process
description or timeline and eye-opener
workshops

(continued)
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Table 6.1 (continued)

Type of contribution

Exemplary methods and formats

Integrated knowledge from the
collaboration with different RwL actors
(K3)

Objectives:

e Generate synergies by connecting
knowledge assets from different actors
and activities and enable a common
learning process

e Integration of various knowledges to
co-produce shared understanding of RwL
content and processes

Additional contributions of the
accompanying research

Communication, public relations and

networking

Coaching and consulting

Knowledge management

e Organisation and structuring of
internal, external or public events, ¢.g.
workshops, seminars, conferences,
project meetings

e Mirroring back observations to team,
based on field notes, participant
observation, surveys, daily reflection
emails

® Organisation/ Co-creation of joint
products with a scientific and/or
socio-political target group: e.g.
position or discussion papers, books,
result reports, press releases, blogs,
podcasts, websites, strategy papers,
policy recommendations

e DPublications (see K2)
e Organization of external and internal
events (see K3)

e Regular dialogue and reflection
workshops

® Ad hoc consulting

e Participation in internal project events
as a critical observer or friend

e Synthesis of the findings of the RwL
(see K2)

e Digital platforms

e Project internal databases

Based on Defila and Di Giulio (2018a) in strongly adapted form, complemented by Freeth and
Vilsmaier (2019), and Weith et al. (2019), methods based on multiple sources and the author’s

experiences. See main text for detailed references

6.3 RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ACTORS

This includes the question: What is/ shall be the nature of the relation-
ship with the researchers/ stakeholders/ other projects and/or the funding

body (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a)?



176 N. SCHAPKE

Accompanying research has a special role within a research programme
or project, as its objective, function and mode of operation are defined
in relation to the activities being researched and accompanied (Fiedeler
et al., 2010, cited in Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). Defila and Di Giulio
(2018a) discuss various types of relationship, three of which are presented
here as being of particular relevance to RwL accompanying research.?
These are:

e (Sub-)Projects as research object: The accompanying research has
the processes and results operated by other actors of the RwL as the
object of consideration in order to generate new knowledge (K2).
In doing so, the accompanying research depends on the cooperation
of those who are responsible for the RwL project research. Simul-
taneously, to a certain extent the latter also become the research
object (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). At the same time, the accom-
panying research learns a lot of what happens in the RwL, which
corresponds to a ‘learning about’ the RwL in Freeth and Vilsmaier
(2019). In order not to jeopardize the collaboration, Defila and Di
Giulio (2018a) strongly advise to observe the principle of informed
consent and to ensure anonymity and confidentiality.

e Create the framework for the cooperation of the other members
of the RwL: Especially for the generation of integrated knowledge
(K3), the accompanying research can invite the other team members
to cooperate, even without making substantial content contributions
(Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). This corresponds to a ‘learning for’ the
RwL according to Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019). Here, the accom-
panying research has only an indirect influence on the quality of
the results. This requires a solid process design to facilitate high-
quality results as well as to adapt the objective of the cooperation
to the capacities and interests of the RwL team (Defila & Di Giulio,
2018a).

e Content-related collaboration with the members of the RwL team:
Likewise for the generation of integrated knowledge (K3), the

2 The two types of relationships not discussed in depth are: (a) no specific relationship to
the projects, with the accompanying research barely running in parallel to other projects
in the same funding line; and (b) RwL as data sources for the accompanying project,
without further interaction or collaboration (see Defila & Di Giulio 2018a).
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accompanying research can also make its own content-related contri-
butions, building on the design of the collaboration of the RwL team
(Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a). This depends on having the appropriate
competencies and corresponds to a ‘learning with’ and ‘learning for’
the RwL according to Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019). Therefore, a
solid process design is important as well as assuring joint interests
in and mutual benefits from the collaboration (Defila & Di Giulio,
2018a). Negotiating explicit and shared goals for the cooperation
helps to secure this.

6.3.1 A Dynamically Balanced, Appropriately Related
and Reflexive Design of Accompanying Research

The relationship between the accompanying researcher and the other
members of the research team will be marked by three balancing acts, and
should be designed according to three core practices (Freeth & Vilsmaier,
2019):

First, this includes a balance between (more distanced) observa-
tion and (more involved) participation (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019).
Oriented towards the core practice of “dynamic proximity”, the
accompanying research will continuously seek to find the ‘right’
distance to the accompanied project (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019,
p. 62). For example, the accompanying research should be close
enough to the research process to see the details and distant enough
to see the bigger picture. Similarly, it should be close enough to
identify opportunities “for team reflection, but not too close that this
happens solely” at the suggestion of the accompanying researcher
(Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019, p. 62).

Second, Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019) suggest a balance of scien-
tific curiosity and feeling responsible and care for the success of the
research process. The core practice here is critical (self-)veflexivity
towards one’s own roles, interests and influences (ibid.). In this
balance, the accompanying research remains attentive in ‘research
mode’ on the one hand, but waits for the right time to investigate
so as not to disturb the team’s research processes. They feel care for
the research project and its members and the effect of the accom-
panying research on it, but without becoming overly engaged and
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“overinvested in the team’s research success” (Freeth & Vilsmaier,
2019, p. 63).

Third, the authors strike a balance between “impartiality and invest-
ment” (Freeth and Vilsmaier, 2019, p. 64). Impartiality means
trying to be aware of one’s own interests, but not taking sides,
for example, in decisions about research project activities (ibid.).
Involvement here describes openly taking a position when the
accompanying researcher’s own interests are directly affected. Here,
accompanying research can be based on the core practice of appro-
priate velatedness: it on occasion explicitly contributes as a quasi-
independent observer, rarely introduces perspectives based on its
insider experience of the project and often assumes a mediating posi-
tion that supports an open exchange of different views in the project
(Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019).

Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019) emphasize that the role of the accompa-
nying research, and also the way it shapes the three balancing acts, should
be dynamically changeable in the course of the research project. While
in some situations an observing, impartial role characterized by scientific
curiosity may better support the participants’ cooperation and learning,
in other situations taking a stronger position and actively assuming
responsibility may be more appropriate (ibid.).

In my experience, accompanying research to the BaWiu Labs was
marked by seeking to maintain the right balance and to enable dynamic
proximity. At a higher level, accompanying research was offered by two
different teams that had different focuses and operated in slightly different
ways. This included a team from Basel University, who had a stronger
focus on facilitating knowledge integration and systematic dialogues
between the labs, offering coaching and consultancy (Defila & Di Giulio,
2018a). A second team, of which I was part of, comprised Leuphana
University, the Institute for Social-Ecological Research (ISOE) and the
Wauppertal Institute. It focused more strongly on developing overarching
insights based on observations and surveys, systematic literature work and
catalysing exchange between the labs with wider expert circles (Bergmann
et al., 2021). Accordingly, both teams found different answers to the
three balancing acts, for instance of being scientifically curious but not
feeling (too) responsible, of observing and/or participating, and between
investment and impartiality. As outlined by Defila and Di Giulio (2018a),
these answers and related positioning corresponded to the differences in
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contributions sought. From a wider perspective, I assume that setting up
an accompanying research in the form of different teams is a good way
to clarify expectations and to offer accompanied projects and funders a
range of contributions and relationship options.

0.3.2  Accompanying Research Is Not Evaluation

Accompanying research differs from classical evaluation or assessment of a
research project. While the accompanying research does aim to gain over-
arching insights, including those based on comparative analysis, it does
not take on an evaluative role on the basis of its own findings (Bergmann
et al., 2021; Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a; Weith et al., 2019). Providing
an evaluation of, for instance, achievements and failures of the accom-
panied project could fundamentally jeopardize the trusting cooperation
with the accompanied research project. This is particularly true when
insights are made available to others, such as the funder. Related conflicts
of interest, including relations of responsibility and loyalty to actors with
different interests, are difficult to resolve. As a rule of thumb, accompa-
nying research should therefore maintain its independence, especially in
relation to actors outside ‘their’ real-world labs (e.g. the funding agency)
(Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a).

At the same time, it is conceivable that the accompanying research
supports the process of reflexivity and self-assessment of those being
researched (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019; see also van Mierlo et al., 2010).
Accordingly, accompanying research provides the accompanied project
with information on processes and performance, possibly acting as a
‘critical friend’. In this function, accompanying research overlaps with
a project’s internal reflexive monitoring and evaluation (Klaassen et al.,
2021; Verwoerd et al., 2020). It aims to be sufficiently close to fully
understand the issues encountered, but with sufficient distance to legiti-
mately and critically reflect on the process (Klaassen et al., 2021, p. 233).
Opverall, the accompanying researcher should bring in the insights of
their own assessments, for instance on difficulties of collaboration in the
observed research project, in balanced ways and based on prior agreement
with the other team members (Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019, see previous
section, cf. also Defila & Di Giulio, 2018a).

In my experience with the BaWi Labs, the novelty of the RwL
approach, including a high level of political and scholarly interest, may
have led to a very clear need to distinguish between accompanying
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research and evaluation. This corresponds to the idea of establishing a
safe niche space, to try out and test innovations as well as enable learning
and improvement, while avoiding immediate ‘market’ selection pressure
(Smith & Raven, 2012). In other situations, with less external interest and
political sensitivity, boundaries might be drawn differently or less strictly
(see examples of reflexive evaluation above). Transparency regarding the
aims and relationships as well as continuous expectation management are
advisable in any case (see Table 6.2 for an overview on relationships).

Table 6.2 Overview on types of relationships between accompanying and

accompanied research actors

Type of relationship

Practices and aspects to consider

RwL process and results as object of observation
in order to generate knowledge about processes

of the real-world lab (K2)

Provide the framework for cooperation among
members of the RwL to generate integrated

knowledge (K3)

Content collaboration with RwL teams to
generate integrated knowledge (K3)

Balancing acts, between:
a. Observation and participation

b. Scientific curiosity and feeling responsible

c. Impartiality and Investment

Principle of informed consent
Preservation of anonymity and
confidentiality

Solid process design

Adaptation to the capacities and
interests of the real-world lab
team

Inter- and transdisciplinary
process competence of the
accompanying researchers

Solid process design

Adaptation to the capacities and
interests of the real-world lab
team

Inter- and transdisciplinary
process competence of the
accompanying researchers
Content competence of the
accompanying researchers

Core practices guiding balancing
acts:

a. Dynamic proximity

b. Ciritical (self-)reflexivity

c. Appropriate relatedness

Based on Defila and Di Giulio (2018a), Freeth and Vilsmaier (2019), and Weith et al. (2019);
complemented by Bergmann et al. (2021), Schipke et al. (2018b), and Wamsler et al. (2020). See

main text for detailed references
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6.4 AcCCOMPANYING THE ‘CO-CREATIVE
REFLECTION AND DIALOGUE SPACE’

6.4.1  Background of the Project

From 2019 to 2023 I was part of an inter- and transdisciplinary research
and practice team that repeatedly offered an experimental and co-creative
reflection and dialogue space (the ‘Co-Creative Reflection and Dialogue
Space’, or CCRDS) at the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) conferences of the parties (COPs), specifically COP
25-28 (Mar et al., 2023; Wamsler et al., 2020, Bruhn et al., this volume,
Chapter 7). The CCRDS was led by the Research Institute for Sustain-
ability, Helmholtz Centre Potsdam (RIES), and realized in cooperation
with partners including Lund University, the University of East Anglia,
Chalmers University of Technology and Freiburg University. Further
partners came from various civil society organisations, international organ-
isations and research bodies. Over the course of the two weeks of each
COP, the CCRDS was located in the official ‘blue zone’ and was part of
the side-event programme paralleling the negotiations.

As a co-creative effort, the CCRDS and its partners offered a total of
more than 100 workshops to experiment with multiple forms and formats
of communication. The focus was on enabling reflection, co-creation and
dialogue (see Bruhn et al., this volume, Chapter 7). The overall aim
of the CCRDS was to support a more relational and transformational
culture of communication and collaboration at the COPs (Schipke et al.,
2023). Participants included negotiators as well as observers coming from
many countries and geographical regions. Overall, the CCRDS efforts
received very positive feedback from participants, highlighting its capacity
to establish a safe, relational and reflexive space (ibid.).

As transdisciplinary and transformation-oriented efforts, the workshops
as well as the CCRDS engagement more at large were objects of research.
I was part of a small, varying group running the research. During COP
25 and 26, this group included researchers from partner universities of
the RIES, while during COP 27 and 28, it comprised both a RIFS
researcher and partners from universities. As researchers, we sought to
explore the current culture of collaboration at the conferences, to iden-
tify desirable changes from the point of participants, not; and most
importantly, to understand and assess ways to change the communication
culture. The latter primarily related to assessing the CCRDS workshops
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and the CCRDS more broadly. We designed and applied a mixed-methods
approach. With some variation, the research design combined surveys,
semi-structured expert interviews, participatory observation and reflective
sessions in the team (Wamsler et al., 2020).

6.4.2  Contributions and Relations

In retrospect, my role in the team can be described as accompanying
research, in that I was generally independent from the RIFS team facili-
tating the CCRDS and the workshops. The objective of the accompanying
research was to support the generation of knowledge about processes in
the CCRDS (K2) (Table 6.3). Related research questions included: How
do the participants perceive the workshops and the applied methods?
What possibilities for improvement do they see? To what extent is the
CCRDS a good example of a desirable new culture of collaboration? We
drew on participant observation as well as expert interviews with work-
shops hosts and COP decision-makers, complemented with participant
surveys. Research had a longitudinal character, covering various COPs.

In addition, the accompanying research retrospectively aimed at gener-
ating integrated knowledge about the object of obsevvation of the CCRDS
(K3), i.e. the current and the desirable future culture of COP collab-
oration and communication. This included research questions such as:
How can the current culture of communication and collaboration be
characterized? Which role do relations of (dis)trust play to enable or
restrict climate action? What underlying mindsets are prevalent in the
present culture and how should this be different? Here, data contributions
included surveys from participants and expert interviews with decision-
makers from various organizations at the CODPs. Furthermore, it included
setting up joint reflection meetings as well as collaborative publications
to integrate insights from different actors engaged in the CCRDS. Again,
research had a longitudinal character, covering various COPs.

The CCRDS and related accompanying research had a strongly
collaborative approach, meaning that there was a distribution of tasks,
for example, between workshop facilitation and related research. Yet,
during the process and when gathering results, everybody worked closely
together. Roles and relationships as well dynamically evolved.

The forms of relationship between me as accompanying researcher and
the other members of the team were diverse (see Table 6.3 for details).
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Table 6.3 Accompanying research to the Co-Creative Reflection and Dialogue

Space

Dimension to structure and design the accompanying reseavch

Aimed for contribution

Methods and tools

Knowledge about the process (K2):
Understand and assess the CCRDS and its
workshops

Integrated Knowledge about the topic of
the CCRDS (K3):

Understand and assess need for and ways
towards a transformative communication

culture at COPs

Relationships to actors

CCRDS as object of observation in order
to generate knowledge about its processes
and workshops (K2)

Provide the framework for cooperation
among members of the CCRDS to
generate integrated knowledge (K3)

Content collaboration with CCRDS teams
to generate integrated knowledge (K3)

Shared reflection sessions

Participant observations

Expert interviews with workshop hosts

Surveys from CCRDS participants

Expert interviews with COP

decision-makers

e Surveys from CCRDS participants

¢ Collaborative scientific publications

e Collaborative policy/practice-oriented
publications

Practices and principles

e Principle of informed consent from all
partners

e DPreservation of anonymity and
confidentiality of workshop participants
and external workshop hosts

e Co-development of publications with
CCRDS team

* Framework setting standards for joint
publications

e Develop overarching research design,
including definition of conceptual
frameworks and units of analysis,
adjusted to practice needs/
understandings

e Assure solid overall process design

e Framework setting standards for joint
publications

e Develop concrete tools, including
guidelines for integrative reflection,
data collection

e Co-create solid overall and in-depth

process design and quality assurance

In part, they were oriented towards seeing the CCRDS as an object of
research, when aiming to be rigorous in the research design, or attending
workshops as participating researcher. In part, it leant more towards
setting up a framework ov worvkshops for collaboration among CCRDS
team members on specific areas of mutual interest. Lastly, it included
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guiding content-oviented collabovation on shared areas of interest, by
providing research tools and instructions and co-leading shared publi-
cation processes (results include Fraude et al., 2021; Mar et al., 2023;
Wamsler et al., 2020). Beyond this, the relationship between accompa-
nying and accompanied research sometimes became blurred, such as when
I provided feedback on workshop design, or was ad hoc supporting the
realization of the CCRDS and specific workshops.

These plural relationships had ups and downs. They were benefical, for
instance in allowing for immersive understandings of ongoing processes.
Yet, they were also challenging due to the blurring of roles and the
recurrent need to clarify the allocation of tasks and expectations. This
also meant that communication was multifaceted. On the one hand, it
often took place in the form of a very open and trusting exchange that
as well allowed to address personal needs and challenges, building on
joint reflection sessions and ad hoc meetings. On the other hand, it was
content-oriented and task-driven, such as in the development of research
tools or joint publications. These varying relationship and related tasks
were partly clarified in advance, and partly emerged during the process.

6.4.3  Reflections on the Balancing Acts

Reflecting the CCRDS accompanying research experience through the
lenses of the balancing acts and related core practices of dynamic prox-
imity, critical (self-) reflection and appropriate relatedness (see Freeth &
Vilsmaier, 2019) is instructive.

Dynamic proximity relates to the need of balancing participation and
observation (ibid). Therefore, we as the wider CCRDS team at a higher
level agreed on main areas of responsibility (research or facilitation)
and related decision-making capacities. Furthermore, and given that the
CCRDS team established an open and co-creative working culture, the
overall relation in the team can be described as rather close and fluid
(i.e. proximate). I was able to participate in workshops, which was one
of the highlights of working with the CCRDS team, allowing me to gain
in-depth, first-hand insights. To not unsettle the workshop aims and facil-
itation, participation should, however, be based on prior agreement with
the workshop hosts and be made transparent to the other participants
(e.g. active participation vs. participation as observer).

Critical (self-)reflexivity of one’s own roles, interests and influences
when balancing scientific curiosity and ‘feeling responsible’ (see Freeth &



6 ACCOMPANYING TRANSFORMATION-ORIENTED ... 185

Vilsmaier, 2019) proved to be rather challenging, particularly in the heat
of the moment at climate conferences. Generally, a practice of team
reflection and individual self-inquiry supported reflexivity and the conti-
nous evolution of the CCRDS design, its aims as well as given roles
and responsibilities. A repeated challenge related to finding appropriate
ways to assure that research and data collection actually took place,
without disturbing the wider CCRDS process. This included finding good
moments to ask participants to complete surveys or give interviews, fitting
the flow of the workshops. Furthermore, it included asking colleagues
for help to, for instance, collect data in a packed workshop programme
and a very hectic overall conference, which makes self-organisation and
coordination central.

From experience, allowing procedures to evolve gradually, can reduce
unnecessary stress, as can institutionalizing continuous points of exchange
with further team members to make sure that learning and iteration (can)
actually happen. The practical aspects of conducting research proved very
important (e.g. placing surveys visibly on site), to make research happen
(easily) and free up capacities for participation. Developing an appro-
priate level of aspiration on what can be achieved, including a ‘plan B’,
and embracing the idea of skilful improvisation, is helpful in ensuring
appropriate accompanying research work under emergent and ‘imperfect’
conditions.

Appropriate relatedness, balancing impartiality and ‘putting oneself
(and one’s research demands) first’ (see Freeth & Vilsmaier, 2019), was a
daily practice (and struggle). The CCRDS team established flat hierarchies
and decision-making procedures, including to openly discuss accompa-
nying research’s and CCRDS’s processes. It was at times difficult for me
to bring in my perspective on various aspects of the CCRDS process,
while abstaining from getting (too) engaged and taking positions in deci-
sions beyond the domain of the accompanying research. This specifically
occurred when a decision seemed particularly important for the course
of the overall project, and/or I had strong opinions regarding what
I deemed a good or bad idea. The established open communication
culture made it possible to (often) bring up possible tensions and diffi-
culties and resolve them. Relations with the CCRDS RIFES team thereby
were constantly being re-negotiated. While generally beneficial, from my
perspective the varying roles also created difficulties, leading to insecurity
about appropriate action, misunderstandings and lack of planning secu-
rity. A practice of constant (self-)reflection, negotiation and adaptation of
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tasks and roles is influenced by personal strengths and preferences and
requires supportive conditions that give room for reflection and under-
standing. In my view, a middle ground between flexibility and adaptation
and continuity is advisable.

Lastly, there is an inherent tension in working in a co-creative and
dynamic process and environment, and the need for the prior planning
and arrangement of research, including in relation to data-collection.
COPs are likely to be chaotic and hectic, and we witnessed not only
strict and ever-changing COVID-19-related regulations but also last-
minute information policies on the part of the organizers, or challenging
event organization.® Accordingly, as an accompanying researcher you
and your work not only depend on the decisions of the project being
researched (here the CCRDS), but you are also affected by wider devel-
opments influencing the accompanied project. In part, the dependence
of the accompanying research can be mediated by adapting its aims, but
it might as well lead to lasting research difficulties or even the (partial)
failure of the accompanying project. Implications of dependencies and
possible remendiations and changes should be made transparent and
(where suitable and possible) agreed upon with the accompanied project
team.

6.5 CoONCLUDING REMARKS

Accompanying research is a promising complement to transformation-
oriented research and its innovative and challenging research formats,
offering a wide range of options for additional benefits. It can be used
to support the generation of knowledge from transformation-oriented
research both with regard to its procedural dimension (e.g. how to
successfully do transformative research) and in relation to underlying
topical aspects (e.g. how do social systems transform). Beyond knowledge
generation, accompanying research has the capacity to enhance the actual
performance of transformation-oriented research, including by providing
opportunities and inputs to increase reflexivity, iteration and adaption of
the accompanied research.

3 As an example: although we had arranged and substantially paid for a professional
pavilion set up during one of the COPs, on arrival on site, our pavilion was basically
non-existent and the local organizers had very limited capacity to set it up any further,
requiring our constant improvisation and new skills.
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In this chapter, I drew on existing scholarship to present a differen-
tiation of contributions accompanying research can make and showed
a variety of methods to put this into practice. This includes different
contributions to research and knowledge generation, as well as procedural
support. Building on existing scholarship, I also presented possibilities
for shaping the relationship between accompanied and accompanying
research and discussed various balancing acts required to shape trans-
parent and effective relationships that are accepted by the various actors.
The different contributions and the forms of relationships can be used
to reflect and design accompanying research work. I used them to
both reflect experiences from accompanying the BaWi Labs (Baden-
Wiirttemberg, Germany), as well as the Co-Creative Reflection and
Dialogue Space manifested at UNFCCC COPs. The differentiation of
contributions of accompanying research as well as of the relationships
with stakeholders, underlying balancing acts and core practices, proved
to be highly useful dimensions for the reflection of experiences.

Looking ahead, these dimensions are promising in terms of orienting
the design of accompanying research for future transformation-oriented
research projects. This could include considering the knowledge contri-
butions to be achieved, and related methods and processes. The reflec-
tion of possible relationships to the various stakeholders including the
consideration of necessary balancing acts can inform decisions to shape
relations, set expectations and foresee possible tensions and challenges.
This process should include a reflection and exchange between accom-
panying and accompanied research on the contextual conditions that
enable or constrain relationships of dynamic proximity and balancing
observation and participation. Successful accompanying research—as does
research more generally—depends on appropriate framing conditions,
including funding. Given the inherent challenges of transformation-
oriented research, and the urgency of understanding and working towards
transformation, accompanying research in its various forms holds strong
potential to be both an effective and meaningful contribution.
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CHAPTER 7

Safe Spaces in Unsafe
Environments—Experiences from COP26
About Hosting Inclusive Spaces for Deep

Encounters and Reflection
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7.1  INTRODUCTION—THE NEED
FOR ‘SAFE-ENOUGH’ COMMUNICATION
SPACES IN TRANSDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH
There has been steadily growing attention, both academic and in the

broader society, to sustainability and socio-ecological transformation
(Clark et al., 2005; Kates et al., 2001). Increasingly, rescarchers believe
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that the current challenges of sustainability and global warming are best
described and addressed from an understanding of complex adaptive
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systems (Clark & Harley, 2020; Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Kay et al.,
1999; Liu et al., 2007; Ravetz, 2006; Steffen et al., 2011; Waltner-
Toews et al., 2008). In academic institutions this has led to a growing
call for transdisciplinary research (TDR) as a mode of addressing complex
social challenges in a more encompassing way (Bergmann et al., 2012;
Felt, 2010; Hirsch Hadorn et al., 2006; Jahn, Lang et al., 2012;
Thompson Klein, 2004). The intention of transdisciplinary approaches
is to generate results that draw on a more inclusive knowledge base
and are hence better able to provide viable responses to complex,
‘wicked” (Rittel & Webber, 1973) and ill-defined problems (Lawrence
et al., 2022). Involving non-academic perspectives from the outset and
throughout all stages of the research process is deemed an appropriate
way to generate knowledge that adequately meets sustainability questions,
which involve multiple different stakeholders and epistemologies (Newig
et al., 2019). Since TDR researchers have to engage with non-academic
perspectives throughout the research process, this chapter focuses on the
kind of communication practices that are appropriate and effective for
engaging with people from potentially very different backgrounds.

The diversity of perspectives is considered essential to ensure a just
and fair research process and is valued as a necessary resource and contri-
bution to develop a comprehensive understanding of an issue of shared
interest among everyone included in the research process. Ensuring that
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participants can engage meaningfully with the different perspectives does,
however, present several practical challenges, including how to design and
host the communication process. Recommendations for ideal-type TDR
process suggest a careful process design, considering whom to include
at which points and how in order to achieve effective and fluid inter-
actions. Real-life transdisciplinary processes, however, often take place
under non-ideal circumstances. For effective transdisciplinary processes
it is important that those involved establish a communication and rela-
tionship culture in which their different perspectives can connect and
interact meaningfully. This in turn requires everyone involved to engage
in dialogue about controversies and differences in a constructive way.
While it might not be necessary to achieve a full consensus, it is crucial
that potentially different or even mutually exclusive perspectives can be
voiced and managed in a way that is respectful to everyone involved.
Consequently, research processes need to be designed in such a way that
participants can establish mutual trust as the basis of a good and effective
relationship. We could refer to such spaces as ‘safe enough’, meaning that
all participants feel comfortable to engage in differences and vulnerabili-
ties or uncertainties, etc., with no fear of getting hurt but being able to
stay in constructive relationship with the other participants.

7.1.1  Specific Challenges in Transdisciplinary Communication
and Intervaction

Against this background, scientists have paid increasing attention to
modes of communication and interactions among scientists, policymakers
and civil society with respect to their co-creative potential (Bruhn et al.,
2019; Lawrence et al., 2022; Nanz et al., 2017). Participants with
different backgrounds and perspectives (such as their academic discipline,
culture, ontological and cosmological differences, etc.) may construct
knowledge and meaning differently and hence run into misunderstand-
ings and related conflicts. All participants in a transdisciplinary process
are challenged to—at least temporarily—leave behind their seemingly
clear and well-founded understandings and assumptions about their
own knowledge. Through the lenses of different perspectives, the same
phenomena might be interpreted differently. This may create situations
outside the participants’ ‘comfort zone”. For the researchers it means that
in these communication processes they need to acknowledge the non-
objective nature of their research and include reflexive practices in the
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research process (Fazey et al., 2018; Lang, Wiek et al., 2017; Popa et al.,
2015). Engaging in communication with people with diverse perspectives
brings various challenges to a research process with which academics from
conventional disciplinary settings are usually unfamiliar. This may also be
influenced by the level of experience of those involved, for instance if
for some researchers a certain disciplinary rigour is critical to establishing
their identity or career path.

Besides an interest in procedural and institutional aspects, there is
also a growing interest in the role of mindsets and mental models for
effective transdisciplinary interaction. This includes both the relevance
of, and possible engagement with the participants’ inner lives—notably
beliefs, values, worldviews, emotions and motivations—in transdisci-
plinary communication (Brink et al., 2019; Creutzig & Kameier, 2020;
Grothmann, 2018). It is claimed that these often-disregarded dimen-
sions of transformation have strong leverage in driving change towards
sustainability—not only in relation to individual agency, but also to
groups in all sectors, including business, government and education
(Wamsler, 2020; Woiwode et al., 2021). At the same time, the term
‘inner” might be misleading as it suggests a dichotomy between ‘inner’
and ‘outer’ dimensions of change. Many writers therefore tend to inte-
grate the more subjective ‘inner’ aspects into a ‘relational” understanding
of transformation (Walsh et al., 2020; West et al., 2020).

This raises questions about how to host communication formats or
‘spaces’ in which people with different perspectives and viewpoints can
interact in such a way that they can not only talk az each other but engage
in genuine mutual learning with each other. Co-creation of knowledge
may require an atmosphere in which participants do not feel pushed to
defend their positions but feel safe enough to openly explore the method-
ological and normative assumptions underlying the various positions on
a given topic. Spaces and formats that emphasize honesty, openness
and trust as foundations of their communication culture can strengthen
connectedness to oneself and others (Wamsler et al., 2020). When these
spaces, which are usually based on experiential reflection and communi-
cation, are safe enough for disagreements or mistrust to surface and be
addressed, they can initiate profound change in a person’s life and, conse-
quently, support cultural transformation (Pereira et al., 2020). We further
suggest that such formats can enhance the perception and understanding
of deeper, common concerns that underlie what appear to be conflicting
interests and can help overcome polarization and opposition (Mar et al.,
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2021, 2023; Wamsler et al., 2020). In times of increasing social divi-
sion, it seems especially important to foster a mode of communication
that works constructively with potential differences and generates mutual
and respectful understanding. Within this context, the former Institute for
Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS) (from 2023 the Research Institute
for Sustainability—Helmholtz Center Potsdam (RIES) has made efforts
to experiment with spaces and formats for communication that allow for
self-reflection and reciprocal dialogue among stakeholders (Fraude et al.,
2021).

It is key for the effectiveness of such spaces that participants, including
the researchers, can question definitions and explore potential incon-
sistencies and vulnerabilities in their interactions. All of this requires a
degree of trust. Participants in such a process need to be able to relate
to each other on a basis of mutual respect and listening. In practice,
however, the presence of diverging or conflicting positions can trigger
defence mechanisms in people and groups, particularly when the issue
is perceived as a risk or even threat to some participants. This calls for
careful efforts to design safe enough conditions for effective communica-
tion when researchers try to engage in critical fields such as sustainability.
Learning how to design and host such safe spaces or transformative spaces
(Pereira et al., 2020) is an ongoing challenge for researchers in transdisci-
plinary processes and needs to be highly adaptive to each specific research
context.

7.1.2  The UNFCCC COPs as an Exemplary Context for Reseavch
on Transdisciplinary Communication

One of the most pressing issues in relation to sustainability is global
warming. Every year, the secretariat of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) hosts a major two-week
Conference of the Parties (COP). These COPs usually gather some
15,000 to 20,000 representatives from the 193 UN member states and
accredited local, national and international organizations. The COPs
involve official political negotiations as well as a broad range of side
events. Here, a wide spectrum of stakeholders including, among others,
academics, civil society organizations (CSOs), Indigenous groups, busi-
nesses and youth groups present their knowledge and positions to anyone
attending the CODP. These side events are dominated by conventional
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formats, usually in slide-based presentations, or conventional panel discus-
sions, with limited time for questions or audience interaction (Mar,
Fraude et al., 2021). More specifically, research on the communication
culture at the COPs found that the current culture of communication and
negotiation fosters deep-rooted distrust between different stakeholder
groups (Wamsler et al., 2020). At the same time, the COPs represent
a unique setting for researchers to engage with an exceptionally large
spectrum of perspectives and expertise. So, they present an interesting
context for researchers to experiment with formats for transdisciplinary
communication.

This chapter reflects on our experiences of hosting a space for co-
creative reflection and dialogue at COP26 in Glasgow in 2021. Tens
of thousands of people from all over the world and all kinds of back-
grounds come to the COPs to address climate change. Some part of the
COP is dedicated to high-level political negotiations while the COP is
also a major venue for delegations of organizations with observer status.
The conference takes place in an overall atmosphere of growing urgency
and threat of ecological collapse, conflicting (political) interests, uneven
historic responsibilities and unfairly distributed impacts of climate change.
This tense environment makes it difficult for participants to engage openly
with each other, and most sessions are designed around the one-way
dissemination of knowledge to participants. Consequently, there is a need
for more dialogical exchange and trust-building among stakeholders.
Responding to this need, the Co-Creative Reflection and Dialogue Space
(CCRDS) oftered a series of sessions that invited all COP26 participants
to (spontancously) engage in joint reflection and mutual learning on a
range of topics.

The CCRDS represents a transdisciplinary experiment in various ways.
First, the individual sessions hosted at the COP are spaces for transdisci-
plinary dialogue, meaning that they are designed to facilitate conversation
and meaning making for diverse participants, including academics. This
enables us to observe these sessions and learn something about principles
of communication in transdisciplinary settings. Second, the observa-
tion and evaluation follow transdisciplinary principles. The findings from
methods drawn from the social sciences (participant observation, qualita-
tive surveys) are integrated with the reflections and observations of those
involved in hosting sessions, such as the co-authors of this chapter. And
third, the entire project of the CCRDS is set up as a TDR project. It
began in 2018 based on consultations among scientists and non-scientific



200 T. BRUHN ET AL.

stakeholders such as the UNFCCC and several CSOs. Under the formal
leadership of the IASS Potsdam (now RIES) a transdisciplinary group
designed the overall process and every year a transdisciplinary group forms
around the preparation of the new iteration of the experiment.

We will first describe the COP as a context for transdisciplinary work
and the CCRDS as an experimental intervention of transdisciplinary
communication. In outlining our findings, we explore the challenges facil-
itators faced in hosting inclusive spaces in the COP context. For example,
aspects such as the noise level and the physical venue affect how far it is
possible to offer spaces that aim to be sufficiently safe and inclusive for
relationship building as part of a TDR process and knowledge integration.

We also outline some of the specific challenges that hosts encountered
when trying to provide and maintain a ‘safe enough’ atmosphere that
would allow participants to engage in conversation outside their usual
‘comfort zone’ and disclose potential learning edges or vulnerabilities. We
describe practical approaches, in terms of the mindset, skillset and toolset
that hosts used to tackle these challenges. Based on these experiences
and reflections, we offer recommendations on how to design and host
inclusive, safe enough spaces in politically contested context such as the
COPs.

Our reflections are aimed at researchers who want to experiment with
more interactive, dialogical and reflective communication formats, and to
facilitators who are not grounded in research but are eager to contribute
their expertise in settings such as the COPs. We also hope our findings will
be valuable for researchers who are rather new to TDR practices and moti-
vated to contextualize their work in the more ‘messy’ conditions outside
conventional academic research, particularly in a project funded by a third
party. We would also hope the chapter will help interested readers to avoid
some of the pitfalls when engaging in communication with non-academic
perspectives in non-ideal settings. Finally, we aim to motivate researchers
by sharing the rewarding experiences of our experimental set-ups in such
challenging conditions.

7.2  INVESTIGATING THE CCRDS
AT COP26: BACKGROUND AND METHODS

Responding to the opportunity to improve the communication culture at
the COPs, the TASS Potsdam (now RIES Potsdam), together with several
partners, decided to experiment with and research alternative forms of
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Fig. 7.1 Impression of the typical conversation atmosphere in the CCRDS at
COP 26

communication at the COPs, where we have developed various iterations
of communication formats.

7.2.1  First Expeviments at COP24 and COP25

The initial experiments with communication formats led by the IASS
Potsdam took place during the COP24. They ran in parallel with research
activities to assess the demand for alternative forms of communication
at the COPs to enhance mutual learning and consequently enable more
effective climate action. The experiment started with only a few sessions
at COP24 in which participants were invited into genuine encounters and
dialogue about affective aspects and potential vulnerabilities regarding
climate change, such as climate anxiety or climate grief. These first exper-
imental sessions involved 40 diverse participants (e.g. youth, government
representatives and non-government organizations (NGOs)) and the
overall feedback was very positive. In particular, participants supported
the IASS researchers’ assumption regarding an (at least partly) dysfunc-
tional communication culture at the COPs. Positive participant feedback
encouraged further research and engagement activities in this direction
(Fig. 7.1).
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When assessing the options for the COP25 in Madrid, it became clear
that the facilities that IASS researchers could rent for limited time-slots
at the COP venue would be unsuitable for the intended interactive and
dialogical sessions of the type in which the IASS was interested. The pavil-
ions or side-event rooms were designed for conventional presentations or
panels and it was difficult or forbidden to rearrange chairs for a conver-
sational session. Therefore, the TASS decided to establish its own science
communication space at COP25 in Madrid: The Co-Creative Reflection
and Dialogue Space (CCRDS). We rented a 20m? room near to the
office and pavilion spaces of the different delegations where we hosted
20 interactive workshops, including dialogical sessions, reflective prac-
tices (such as silent journaling, guided meditation, associative drawing and
other formats) and action-oriented workshops (Fraude et al., 2021). We
used a comprehensive research approach, triangulating surveys, participa-
tory observation and expert interviews. Our results confirmed our initial
assumptions: COP participants who connected with us in the context
of the CCRDS saw a clear need for different forms of communication.
They also expressed a wish for a changed communication culture, partic-
ularly including dialogical and reflexive processes to foster an atmosphere
of deeper trust and collaboration (Wamsler et al., 2020). Once again,
CCRDS practices were found to be valuable.

7.2.2  The CCRDS at COP26

Consequently, at COP26 in Glasgow, we offered a new iteration of the
CCRDS, building on the experiences at previous COPs. This time, the
IASS rented a 25m? space in the pavilion area in which countries or orga-
nizations hold presentations in booths of various shapes and sizes. Two
sides of the space were open to the hallways and the other two closed
by the neighbouring pavilions. One reason for this set-up was to respect
the requirements of social distancing due to COVID-19 and ensure suffi-
cient air flow. The standard arrangement in this space was a circle of 14
movable chairs (see Fig. 7.2).

In this pavilion, a total of 40 sessions were hosted, 15 of which were
hosted by IASS staft. The other workshops (‘guest sessions’) were hosted
by people and organizations selected by the IASS before and during the
COP. In the lead-up to the conference, the TASS invited organizations/
partners to submit proposals for sessions to be hosted in the CCRDS.
Altogether, the sessions were attended by ~ 200-250 participants. Further
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Fig. 7.2 Set-up of the CCRDS at COP 26, located rather exposed at the
crossroads of two highly frequented hallways

details about the workshops can be found elsewhere (Schipke et al.,
2023) and will be published separately. The participants’ backgrounds
were roughly comparable to the data published about the CCRDS at
COP25 in Madrid (Wamsler et al., 2020).

The key idea behind these guest sessions was to enhance the diversity
of approaches and the professional backgrounds of hosts and organiza-
tions involved in experimenting with communication formats within the
framework for sessions within the CCRDS. The IASS also offered two
preparation sessions in which those interested in hosting were told about
the principles of dialogue and reflective interaction that were meant to
be at the centre of the CCRDS. The IASS did not influence which zopics
the applicants chose to address, but gave the applicants instructions about
what kind of values, rules and forms of communication should be applied
in the sessions. The ideas for this design and invitation drew on princi-
ples from selected facilitation approaches and concepts such as the A»t of
Hosting, the Manifesto for Slow Thinking and Transformative Learning
(Habermann & Schmidt, 2018; Mezirow & Taylor, 2009; Pogatschnigg,
2021).



204 T. BRUHN ET AL.

Box 1. Principles for good dialogue displayed in the CCRDS
at COPD 26

e We will treat personal stories and material confidentially.

e We listen to each other with compassion and curiosity.

e We speak with intention: noting what has relevance to the conversa-
tion in the moment.

e We stay aware of the impact of our contributions to the circle.

e Suspend judgements, assumptions, and certainties—It is not about
knowing who is right or wrong. It is about exploring together and
surfacing what we do not know or see yet.

e Connect your thoughts to what was said before.

e Listen together for insights and deeper patterns or questions. Maybe
we discover meaning behind meaning.

e Listen together for insights and deeper patterns or questions. Maybe
we discover meaning behind meaning.

e Accept that diverging opinions are OK—We do not always need
to reach consensus. New ideas can come from putting different
perspectives together.

e Focus on what really matters.

e Play, doodle & draw—It can be helpful to use a large sheet in the
middle of the group as a space to capture the essence of our collective
thinking and reflection.

e Contribute your full self with mind and heart. All of us are invited
to be both a professional and a human being.

e Listen with attention.

e Have fun!

The call for guest session proposals attracted stakeholder groups who
shared the general intention, hypothesis and interest of the IASS, but
also brought their own interpretations on how to translate these into
specific communication formats. Many of the guest hosts had limited
or no prior experience with hosting dialogical and reflective formats at
the COP. Those who were familiar with hosting safe enough, participa-
tory and inclusive communication formats had done so in contexts and
under conditions that they had designed themselves, often for their own
events. In fact, they would usually consider it crucial to ensure certain
ideal-type conditions to provide a certain safety within a space or process.
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So, offering a format for deep encounter at a venue like the CODPs was a
new challenge for most of the guest session hosts. The specific challenges
and context factors will be discussed in the findings section.

7.2.3  Workshops to Investigate Hosts’ Experiences in the CCRDS
at COP26

One of the key research interests for the IASS was to examine how facili-
tators (either of guest sessions or of sessions hosted by IASS staff) design
and host communication spaces and formats that aimed at being inclusive
and participatory as a means to enable deep encounters and trust-building
among the participants. Therefore, after COP26 and outside the COP
venue, the IASS hosted three online workshops in which everyone who
had hosted at least one session in the CCRDS discussed the following;:

1. How did you perceive COP as context for hosting workshops
that aim to be safe, inclusive etc.? Which aspects were essential in
influencing the form/quality etc. of providing space?

2. What challenges did you face with respect to providing and main-
taining a ‘safe-enough space’ in this environment?

3. Which practical approaches did you use to tackle these challenges?

4. What specific recommendations would you give others aiming at
facilitating ‘safe enough’ spaces at the COP or similar venues, i.c.
where one is not used to this kind of communication, but where it
would be very important in light of the challenges facing societies?

The participants discussed these questions both in small groups and in
plenary during the workshop session. The responses were collected on
in an online whiteboard and participants were invited to add further
comments after the workshop.

When discussing their practical approaches, the hosts were invited to
cluster their responses in relation to the three competencies mindset,
skillset and toolset (Fraude, 2021) defined as follows:

Mindset refers to the internal lens through which people see and navigate
life, which influences perspectives and attitudes (Wamsler et al., 2020), and
covers the ability to observe and understand one’s own attitudes, thoughts,
feelings, perceptions, and reaction patterns and consciously steer these. It
includes the ability to adapt one’s inner self, respond to others, and respect
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any kind of developments during a session. It also encompasses how one
personally embodies the principles and qualities in any given method.

Skillset refers to communication and social skills, such as the ability
to design reflection and dialogue processes and related understanding.
It also includes the ability to facilitate a diverse group, even if there is
internal disagreement. Here, practical experience is crucial, for example,
when handling culturally sensitive issues or people who are emotionally
more sensitive or reactive than one would usually expect.

Toolset relates to one’s repertoire of tools, methods, techniques, instru-
ments, and technologies for reflection and communication in the context
of climate- and sustainability-related conferences. For example, it also refers
to a practical recognition of the right moment to use a certain method,
tool, or technique, and its limitations.

The present chapter is part of the hosts’ self-reflexive exercise, led by the
JASS-based organizers of the CCRDS. The first author synthesized the
workshop findings were synthesized as a draft chapter, on which everyone
who had hosted sessions at COP 26 CCRDS were invited to comment,
and if they so wished to further collaborate on the chapter as co-authors.
This various iterations of the draft. In the following, we present the
reflections of hosts on their experiences, practices and recommendations.

7.3  FINDINGS FROM EXPERIENCES
OF HosTING INCLUSIVE SPACES AT COP26

7.3.1  COP as an Overall Context for Hosting

The hosts perceived the conditions at the COP26 venue as extraordinarily
challenging in many ways (Fig. 7.3).

On arriving, they felt ‘tired from the commute’ and from the process
of getting into the venue, including long queues and security checks.
Hosts felt a ‘sense of being uninvited” and it took a ‘long time to accli-
matize’ to the venue. An impression was that the COP ‘needs people to
feel welcome’ but the ‘human part [is] put in the corner’.

The general atmosphere was characterized by a confusing sense of
breathless busyness, with a ‘very up-paced atmosphere’ with a ‘constant
lack of time’ and people ‘always running around’. One host mentioned
that ‘the trade fair setup was perfect for retail, to walk around and see
what was available zo buy’. A particular aspect that several hosts empha-
sized was a sense of inauthenticity and ingenuity. The venue appeared
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Fig. 7.3 Surrounding of the CCRDS at COP26. The CCRDS was set up in an
open fair venue with high noise levels and the hallways directly at the CCRDS
were highly populated

‘polished’ and ‘perfectionist’ with ‘indifferent people’ and ‘lots of hollow
words’. The impression was that ‘people [were] wearing masks not just
for Covid’. Despite the presence of people and stakeholder groups from
various backgrounds, hosts perceived ‘diversity as a pretence’. Others
described the COP as ‘pretending to be inclusive’, but just ‘to feel-
good’ and with ‘no real interest’. Some expressed the feeling that the
atmosphere was shaped by ‘a pressure to be busy, to be important” and
wondered whether this busyness was actually some kind of ‘protection
from actually thinking about the issues’.

A key aspect that many hosts mentioned was the impression of a
disconnect between people inside the venue and those who could not
get in. One pointed out that ‘COP is an exclusive space’. Consequently,
some hosts were ‘sad about people who were not able to be there’ and
felt a ‘pressure [due to the] privilege to be there’. But even inside the
venue, hosts noticed ‘many walls and barriers’ that made them feel ‘iso-
lated’. In the usual communication formats, hosts experienced a ‘wall
built between speakers and audience’. One said that ‘the rows of seats
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looking at the expert space at the front did not encourage listeners to
take part—there was often no dialogue, no discussion—just several mono-
logues’. The disconnectedness also related to a sense of ‘much separation
(between civil society and policy)’ and that a large part of the conference
was ‘disconnected to negotiations’. One host perceived the presence of
‘traumatic memories’.

Combined with the ‘cold hallways’ and the high noise level, hosts
experienced the atmosphere as ‘confusing’ and ‘triggering lots of uncer-
tainty’ were ‘constantly figuring out what is going on?’ wondering ‘what
are people’s objectives’.

Summarizing their subjective and emotional experience of the venue,
hosts described their experience at COP as ‘painful’, ‘very uncomfortable’
and ‘extremely unsafe’. It was emphasized that ‘safety requires the oppor-
tunity to be easily heard” but that ‘the noise and the busyness prevented
that’. At the same time, several hosts reflected that this sense of unsafe-
ness was a subjective perception that was not necessarily shared by all
COP participants. While some hosts emphasized that it was ‘impossible
to acknowledge the profound existential unsafety’ of the COP setting,
while others felt that ‘many COP participants flourished in the noisy and
busy atmosphere’ with no impression of unsafety. So, in conclusion, it was
emphasized that the subjective sense of safety or its absence for a certain
kind of activities was very much an individual matter.

7.3.2  Typical Challenges When Hosting Inclusive Spaces at the COP

Hosting a session in the CCRDS with the aim of offering an inclusive and
safe enough space for deep encounter presented many specific challenges
to the hosts that required specific attention and care. These ranged from
dealing with the hectic conditions of the environment described above to
challenging dynamics in the sessions due to the open/free set-up of the
space to the presence of participants with strongly conflicting perspectives
or backgrounds.

Overall, the CCRDS hoped to facilitate ‘deep encounters’ where
people could attend and relate not only as bearers of knowledge and
power or as stakeholder representatives but rather as human beings with
their own emotions, ambiguities and struggles. The two main challenges
in trying to facilitate such encounters were the venue’s noisiness and its
open setting, particularly as it was not enclosed on two sides, giving it
a ‘crossroads feeling’ because it was situated at the entrance of the hall.
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Almost all hosts found the presence of ‘lots of distracting noise’ difficult
to cope with, not only in creating an atmosphere of focus and mutual
attention but also in terms of making sure that everyone could under-
stand each other properly. There was even a sense that the sessions in the
CCRDS were ‘competing with noise all around’. Hosts were wondering
‘how will we engage people and get them to speak in an open noisy
space?’.

The physical openness of the space posed additional challenges.
Because there were no doors, participants saw the ‘constant movement
of people passing by’. During the sessions ‘people [were] walking in and
out’ or ‘people came in during the session or left in-between’. So, while
aspiring to be inclusive it was ‘difficult for them to come into the meet-
ing’ in the middle of a session. It also entailed extra efforts to deal with
people who joined spontaneously out of curiosity. Thus hosts wondered
‘how to include those that do not come intentionally’. Another common
issue was that ‘people [were] taking pictures during [a] session’. Such
ambiental disturbance as well as during the sessions made it ‘difficult to
create a sense of containment’ (Fig. 7.4).

Various factors arising from the setting were also brought into the
session through the participants. Hosts noticed that ‘people arrived tired

Fig. 7.4 DPerspective from inside the CCRDS showing COP participants passing
by during a session
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from context’ and that participants with leadership roles or perceived
authority had a particular impact on the dynamics in the sessions. It
was mentioned that it was ‘impossible to hold settings against distur-
bances [from leaders]’. For example, ‘leaders brought some &usy energy
into the space’ and hosts witnessed that the participants’ ‘attention [was]|
unconsciously drawn to men with perceived authority’.

The hosts also struggled with their own inner state. The circumstances
were perceived as ‘overwhelming’ which made it ‘hard to focus’. The
busy and polished atmosphere also triggered ‘self-doubt’, inner ‘self-talk’
and lack of clarity about whom the hosts were actually serving. They
found themselves ‘comparing’ and ‘becoming judgmental’ about them-
selves and their hosting rather than staying mindful and appreciating what
was present.

A whole field of challenges related specifically to the sessions that
attempted to combine online participation with hosting deep dialogues
at the COP. Several hosts made considerable efforts to ‘[be] digitally
inclusive’ in the sense that they tried to allow people who could not
participate in person to join online (video-call or Twitter spaces). Due
to the various distractions, hosts experienced an ‘attention split between
digital and physical’ spaces, both for the participants and for themselves.

In terms of participation, online sessions made it easier to join and it
also became clear that ‘nobody walks randomly into the digital space’,
unlike in physical sessions when people passing by often chose to stay
spontaneously. The wish to create safe enough spaces and simultaneously
be inclusive also created a tension between the intimacy of an open atmo-
sphere that provided space for confidential conversation and the need to
consider aspects of data protection and privacy. For example, people felt
unclear about ‘who was secretly listening in’. Another issue was the depth
of engagement, particularly when trying to host a dialogical session in
which in-person participants interacted with the participants of a Twitter
space. While online participation was in principle easier, hosts noticed that
“Twitter has to be short [superficial]” which conflicted with the aim to
facilitate deep and reflective conversations.

In summary, the hosts perceived many ‘tensions and trade-offs’ such
as ‘safety vs. openness’ and ‘inclusivity vs. commitment’. They noted the
‘collision of two modes’, i.c. the ‘attention economy/commercial’ mode
of the COP environment and the ‘search for depth’ in the CCRDS.
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7.3.3  Responses to These Challenges with Respect to Mindset, Skillset
and Toolset

During their sessions, hosts found different ways of responding to the
challenges described above. We clustered these around their responses on
their mindset, skillset or toolset.

Mindset

With respect to responding through their mindset, hosts described
various ways of staying consciously in touch with the various tensions and
challenges rather than judging them and going into resistance.

Specifically, some hosts described ‘dropping all expectations on a result’
or went into a mindset of ‘openness to whatever happens as what should
happen here’. Rather than attaching to a specific goal they ‘accepted that
this was not planned” and chose to ‘focus on how to make the most
of it’. Also, for specific challenges like ‘people leaving mid-session’ they
cultivated a ‘deep acceptance’ and ‘advised participants to take care of
themselves and leave when they needed to’.

They reminded themselves that they were ‘responsible only for how I
show up, so I’ll embody what I want to communicate [deep listening,
open sharing]’.

Some hosts prepared for these kinds of challenges by a ‘private medi-
tation before facilitation to prepare my practice’. For several hosts it was
helpful to make themselves ‘aware of the trade-off between safety and
fluidity, flexibility and inclusivity in an unsafe and busy space like that’
and accepted the imperfection of their sessions and processes by ‘making
[a] choice on this trade-off for each session’.

In order not to be drawn into certain dynamics of the environment
or session some hosts practised ‘identifying and labelling unconscious
patterns being reinforced’ such that they could consciously deal with these
patterns while facilitating. Particularly in the face of a perceived lack of safe
circumstances, hosts were ‘opening [their] heart fully as a space holder to
support the participants in this unsafe space’.

Acknowledging the perceived lack of safety of the environment they
also recognized that it would require more ‘ability to set rules/structure’.
This referred, for example, to ‘being better prepared facilitating decol-
onizing and diversity practice’, including clearly facilitated exercises on
how to practise communication patterns that did not reproduce patterns
of established power-imbalances or transgressions.
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Skillset

In terms of their skillset hosts practised various techniques, particularly
to bring the challenges consciously into the space or into the conversa-
tion. Rather than just silently dealing with them many hosts chose to voice
the aspects of distraction and lack of perceived safety.

For example, hosts mentioned that it was helpful to ‘play with the fact
that it is unsafe and distracting’, for instance by inviting participants to
‘wear[ing] a hat if you are distracted, wear[ing] a veil if you are unsafe’.
They practised ‘voicing how the space distracts and name the distractions’
and described it as ‘a relief for the whole group when people name their
lack of focus’.

Generally, hosts consciously drew the participants’ attention to the
various aspects that made the space unsafe or uncomfortable. For
example, hosts were ‘asking questions on how unsafety feels inside and
outside’. To make these aspects transparent to the participants also
required ‘more regular reflection on unconscious and unsafe patterns we
are reinforcing as facilitators’. This was especially so for online sessions,
where some hosts used their struggles with technology or the imper-
fect technical set-ups as a prompt to reflect with participants about the
pressures for perfection as experienced in the surrounding venue.

Another host used ‘reframing an interaction that is giving rise to nega-
tive feelings in the group into something positive and generative’. For
example, the rather harsh and aggressive intervention of one activist on
another participant was reframed ‘as a sign of her deep love for the work
she is engaged in, rather than as a disruption’. In the dynamics of the
session, it helped ‘providing a new perspective with which to view the
situation and to empower a transformative energy’.

Compared to their usual facilitation, hosts emphasized that hosting
a session in the CCRDS at COP required ‘doing more emotional
release work’ such as ‘co-regulating together’ ‘through embodied prac-
tice (e.g. breathing together)’. Hosts mentioned that they ‘recognized
emotions’ and ‘welcomed silence’. For their own support, several hosts
also preferred ‘having several space holders’ by their side in the workshop,
meaning trusted persons to support the facilitator, and were keeping ‘eye
contact with colleagues’ or applied ‘self-talk to overcome doubts about
perfection’.
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Toolset

With respect to their toolset, hosts mentioned several practices that
allowed the group to cope better with the specific challenges they
experienced at the COP.

Following the above-mentioned intention to consciously acknowledge
the distractions and surrounding unsafety, hosts often started with a
‘check-in’ explicitly ‘asking for people’s feelings’ or ‘how do you feel/
experience at COP?’. A popular tool was to split up the participants into
‘smaller groups’ which made it ‘closer to talk’, particularly to cope with
the ‘sound level’. Given the multiplicity of languages these small groups
could also function as ‘translation groups’.

Several hosts described ‘meditating with the noise’. One also ‘started
with a meditation on the noise reframing it as expression of intensity and
number of people caring about climate change. So, the context became
positive and showed that people cared’. This included ‘asking the partici-
pants to listen to all sounds at once without focusing on particular voices
and feel the positive energy of many conversations in the venue’. By
naming the distraction of noise they helped participants with ‘finding out
how to remain focused when it’s loud and people [are] moving in and
out’.

Given the circumstantial influences, several hosts were ‘announcing
very clear communication rules’, suggesting for instance ‘five seconds
between people speaking’ or ‘not speak for 10 sec. after someone spoke’
as a way to create spaces of silence to allow participants to process what
had been said before jumping to an immediate (and potentially less
conscious) response.

7.3.4  Recommendations for Futuve Hosting

Based on their experiences with hosting one or several sessions in the
CCRDS at COP26, hosts made a several recommendations.

Various recommendations related to the space itself such as ‘include
nature in the space (plants, sounds, smells)” or ‘install a curtain to be
flexible” with respect to moving between and open and closed space more
easily. One recommendation was also to ‘have a few comfortable chairs
and a small table with information about the aims of the space on the
periphery of the main discussion space to encourage people to stop and
find out more’. This would make it possible to ‘begin dialogue already
outside or before the formal start of a session’.
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The wish to better manage the boundary between the inside of
the CCRDS and the external circumstances also has implications for
the staffing of the CCRDS. Several hosts recommended including ‘a
supporting bridge role’, namely someone in charge of receiving late
arrivals who want to join the session. Another host suggested having
‘[an] admin person assigned to speak to any people who are passing by
but stop to find out what’s happening’. This recommendation picked up
on observations made by some hosts that ‘there was a significant flow
of people past the space that resulted in increased attendance’ due to
the openness of the space with only two walls unlike the closed space at
COP25. Related to the constant transition of people during a session, it
was recommended that a visible ‘small manifesto on rules, etc.,” would
help give people an orientation regarding the desired communication
culture before joining.

With respect to online sessions, the hosts recommended we ‘explic-
itly contact people who have commented online on previous COP’ or
to ‘inquire [about the] needs of those who will be absent’ for example
through a ‘public call for the excluded voices’.

There were many recommendations on how to stay in the state of
mind that allows effective facilitation under the conditions at the COP.
Hosts recommended, for example, the need to ‘free yourself from any
expectation of the outcome’ and ‘stay centred in the energy you want to
represent’. Hosts should ‘admit explicitly that this [the COP venue] is an
unsafe space’ and ‘guide attention to unsafety’ or ‘play with this unsafety’
but ‘don’t make it invisible’. Generally, it was emphasized that the host’s
perceived safety and comfort would significantly influence the atmosphere
at their session.

7.4 DiscussioN—BrING CONSCIOUS
ABOUT THE UNSAFETY MAKES SPACES SAFER

7.4.1  Bringing Awaveness to Experiences of ‘Unsafety’
and Challenge

The obvious special feature of the CCRDS at COP was its direct connec-
tion with the unsafe surroundings of the COP venue, both in terms of
the physical set-up and the atmosphere and communication culture. The
CCRDS was not an ideal-type remote place for people who intentionally
wanted to enter a safe and inclusive space for deep encounters but was
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an open, almost ‘unprotected’ space in the middle of a venue that rarely
fosters similar aims and values.

The environment of the COP was perceived as busy, noisy, painful,
confusing and unsafe, dominated by disconnectedness and hollow
encounters or words. In summary, despite the diversity of perspectives at
the COPs, diversity and inclusion were perceived as a pretence. Usually,
hosts who aim at providing inclusive spaces for deep encounters spend a
lot of thought and care in designing ‘ideal’ conditions to minimize distur-
bances and provide participants with enough time to build a trust with
cach other. In the CCRDS the situation was dramatically different. The
atmosphere and influence of the environment was a constant intrusion for
the hosts and participants.

At the same time, this contrast between the atmosphere inside and
outside the CCRDS was reflected on in a critical fashion. We assume that
many COP participants appreciated the design and venue of the COP
and may not have perceived it as unsafe. These participants might not be
expected to join sessions in the CCRDS or in turn even perceive these as
‘unsafe’ if they did so. We assume that most people who join the CCRDS
sessions are looking for ‘something different’ and have a strong longing
for more authentic encounters—and potentially a disdain for the currently
dominant communication culture. Consequently, it is fair to assume some
self-selection bias among the participants of the sessions in the CCRDS.

The hosts’ reflections clearly showed the struggles arising from the
tensions between a turbulent, busy and unsafe environment and the aspi-
ration to offer a safe and inclusive space for deep encounters and various
disturbances into the space, ranging from the noise level or interruptions
as people entered or left during a session, adding to the hosts’ confu-
sion and self-doubts caused by the environment or the participants who
brought the busyness of the venue with them into the CCRDS sessions.
It becomes clear that it requires specific considerations and skills to design
and host safe enough spaces that relate to this tension constructively.

An important finding emphasized by several hosts was that consciously
acknowledging the unsafety of the setting made it feel safer. If there were
obvious factors such as noise, late arrivals, etc., it was helpful not to
ignore these but make them and their influence on the process explicit. As
mentioned above, some hosts even chose to include meditation explicitly
on the noise as a way to transition people into their encounter with each
other.
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This acknowledgement of the unsafe conditions (instead of ignoring
them) was also reflected in the practices hosts applied to their own
mindset. It seemed that in the presence of the polished and perfectionist
environment of the COP many hosts felt a certain pressure leading to self-
doubt and self-judgement. They found it helpful to consciously accept the
imperfection of the conditions and the process they were facilitating and
go into a mindset of deep acceptance, not complaining about the non-
ideal conditions or feeling pushed by specific expectations. Just as the
hosts supported themselves in keeping their presence, they also took extra
care, such as by establishing stricter communication rules, to help partic-
ipants keep their focus who otherwise might be drawn into the kind of
behaviour that dominated the rest of the COP setting (long monologues,
competitive talk, etc.).

It was also considered important to mediate the transition of partici-
pants between the unsafe setting outside the CCRDS and the reflective
and dialogical atmosphere inside it. It was found helpful to include an
extra person—often called ‘bridge>—who could welcome late arrivals and
explain what was happening. This helps ensure that people would not
just ‘crash’ into an ongoing deep dialogue but could enter somewhat
prepared and integrate themselves more smoothly. Such a ‘bridge’ allowed
the hosts to keep their focus on what was going on inside the space and
feel less distracted about what was going on around it (see Figure 7.5).

Unsafe environment
(noisy, busy, perfectionist,...)
72
,bridge”/
transition
s

Inclusive,
safe-enough space

Fig. 7.5 The need for ‘bridging’ between the unsafe environment and the
inclusive, safe-enough space

The transition between the COP environment and the CCRDS was,
however, also a topic for the beginnings and endings of a session. All
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participants joined a session with the experience of the wider environment
of the COP. It became obvious that it requires special care to help them
transition into an atmosphere that is safe enough to facilitate deep and
inclusive dialogue.

7.4.2  Reflection on Methods: Safe Enough for What?

A central question in these reflections concerns the meaning, impact and
outcome of the CCRDS in this setting. Most of the challenges and efforts
the facilitators/hosts endured are related to the fact that the CCRDS
offers its sessions in a non-ideal surrounding to people who do not expect
to come across such sessions at the COP. In fact, many participants had
little prior experience with the kind of format in which they were involved.
Obviously, the CCRDS does not follow the dominant culture of its envi-
ronment. Already from the distance, attendants of the COP can see that
there is something ‘different” about the CCRDS, potentially only starting
with its imperfect appearance or that some people are sitting in a circle
or even on the floor. Yet, the strategic decision behind the experiment
is to not displace the deep encounters and more inclusive conversa-
tions into sessions ‘outside’ the COP venue where the only people who
would join are interested in these kinds of spaces anyway. Rather, the
idea is to make its aspiration and culture visible to those passing by and
being unaware that a more reflexive, safe and inclusive mode of interac-
tion is possible. Merely by its presence the CCRDS reflects back to the
surrounding environment that the dominant communication culture, of
one-way presentations, panel discussions with passive audience, is not the
only way to host encounters at the COP.

Importantly, the analysis is based on our hosts’ perceptions of safety.
While this may relate to actual threats in physical terms or regarding career
potential or social acceptance, the reasons for the perceived (lack of)
safety were less prominent. This understanding relates to the aim of the
present communication approach to allow learning based on open reflec-
tion, including on values, norms and emotions, as well as on surfacing
and addressing disagreement and conflict. In this regard, perceptions of
(un) safety have strong implications for the possibility of opening up and
engaging with one another in a more trusting way. It is in this sense
that we investigated challenges and possibilities of establishing and main-
taining a safe enough space for reflection and dialogue. On a critical note,
the preoccupation with noise levels and a distracting atmosphere can be
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questioned in a situation where participants actually engage with issues
that are critical for the physical, economic and social safety of millions
of people, very few of whom attend the COPs. Here, being busy with
one’s own safety might even unconsciously work as a welcome distraction
from confronting the severity of the actual situation. For this very reason,
it remains critical to understand the establishment of safe enough spaces
to enable deeper engagement with situations that would be even harder
to bear and to relate to otherwise. Thus, building a safe enough, rela-
tional space needs to remain oriented towards supporting effective climate
action.

As an action-oriented transdisciplinary experiment, the CCRDS
combined practice and related research. The presented three iterations
of the CCRDS generated insights on the actual demand for formats of
communication and collaboration that enable more relational and collab-
orative encounters. On a general note, research supported the relevance
of the practical approach of the CCRDS. More specifically, CCRDS at
COP26 revealed important insights about how to host inclusive encoun-
ters in safe enough environments given the specific circumstances. The
feedback from the participants continues to be very appreciative. Yet, it
remains an open question how exactly the CCRDS aspiration to host
safe and inclusive spaces at the COP is contributing towards more effec-
tive climate action. Future research will aim to understand more clearly
what kind of experience participants have in the CCRDS and how these
experiences can be a resource for their engagement towards climate
action.

7.4.3  Towards Changing the Established Communication Culture

We hope the experiences from COP26 will be useful to all researchers or
non-academic stakeholders who see the need for more inclusive engage-
ment in contexts where such processes are seldom foreseen. We believe
that our lessons may not only be supportive in the context of the
COPs, but also illustrate a broader tension between an established mode
of communication that is often a one-way, hierarchical and competi-
tive discourse and an emerging trend towards more inclusive, reflexive
and co-creative formats. In our experience, various stakeholders would
like to work in more inclusive and co-creative ways, but their contexts
essentially prevent these forms of communication. This includes early
career researchers, who call for more interactive formats, transdisciplinary
approaches and profound engagement with stakeholders in the different
phases of their research process (Care et al., 2021; Schrot et al., 2020).
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There is also a growing recognition that approaches for transformative
action need to consider multiple forms of knowing as relevant aspects of
learning and transformation processes (Wamsler et al.; 2021), including,
for example, emotions, affects or intuitive knowledge.

Confronted with such tensions, one option is to leave the established
settings and launch new ones that may be more conducive to these kinds
of engagement. For everyone seeing important potential in engaging in
more conventional settings and aspiring to host spaces that emphasize co-
creation, inclusiveness and safety, our findings may be of help. They may
sensitize the organizers and hosts of such settings on how to handle the
experience of unsafety of their environment, not only in order to accept
an annoying aspect of the context, but rather as a manifestation of the
communication culture that is subject to transformation. Seeing this as a
focus for further research and engagement strategies could be a promising
route for future iterations of the CCRDS. The immediate unsafety of the
dominant communication culture could offer a powerful experience base
for participants to reflect this atmosphere and its significance with respect
to fundamental aspects of sustainability-related transformations. Specifi-
cally in relation to hosting practices, acknowledging and embracing the
unsafety of the environment helps people connect around their shared
experience of unsafety and related feelings of discomfort and fear. This
may make the space to feel safe enough, welcoming deep encounter
across apparent differences and vulnerabilities. In this sense, experiences
of unsafety do not get in the way of more relational encounters and
transformative learning, but they are actually the (only) way there.

In terms of TDR, these findings generate several interesting new
perspectives. The task for the future may not necessarily be to design ideal
processes for transdisciplinary communication. Rather, it seems promising
to provide formats that help participants to acknowledge the unsafety and
imperfection of any transdisciplinary communication process and inte-
grate these reflections constructively. It may also be helpful to include
a phase in TDR processes in which the participants can explore explic-
itly how safe they feel in a given context—which of their perspectives
can comfortably be addressed, and which cannot. This might support
processes of re-evaluating our own positions or convictions without the
fear of losing face or inadequately exposing vulnerabilities to other partic-
ipants. The entire phase of ‘problem transtormation’ (Jahn et al., 2012)
in a transdisciplinary research process might benefit substantially from this
kind of deepening of the communication during in this phase.
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7.5 CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have reflected on experiences of hosts of sessions in the
CCRDS that aimed to be safe and inclusive under the prevailing circum-
stances at COP26. We have summarized perceptions of the COP as cold,
noisy, perfectionist and unsafe and gave an overview on the challenges
that this environment meant for hosting. We collected various lessons
about the mindsets, skillsets and toolsets required, giving insights into
how to deal with various kinds of disruption. A first key learning point
was the relevance of being able to go into a deep acceptance of the
imperfection of the situation and the process. Letting go of specific expec-
tations helped hosts to remain present and hold the focus of the process.
A second key insight was that it helped significantly to bring the distur-
bances and unsafety of the surrounding explicitly into the awareness of
the participants and to make it part of the reflections during the session.
Acknowledging and working consciously with the experience of unsafety
made the atmosphere in the space feel safer. Finally, the reflections show
the importance of including an extra person to function as a ‘bridge’ to
receive and potentially transition people who approach the space and want
to observe or join midway through a session.

The insights offer a valuable basis for researchers who want to exper-
iment with inclusive and reflexive formats in settings that are not (yet)
conducive to these kinds of formats. Our findings may be helpful in
designing such spaces and better preparing to host them.
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Opening up and Closing Down
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Pim Klaassen and Anne Loeber

Probably the most dangerous thing about an academic education [...] is
that it enables my tendency to over-intellectualize stuff, to get lost in
abstract argument inside my head, instead of simply paying attention to
what is going on right in front of me, paying attention to what is going
on inside me.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.
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In brief, the function of knowledge is to make one experience freely
available to other experiences.
John Dcwcy.2

8.1 INTRODUCTION

Transdisciplinary approaches serve the dual aim of delivering new knowl-
edge about a situation at hand, and actually interacting with and, hope-
fully, ameliorating that situation. This ‘action-orientation’ comes with
many methodological and practical challenges as to the ‘how’ of trans-
disciplinarity, but also with a moral obligation to keenly look into the
‘who’-question: whose knowledge counts and comes to bear on dealing
with a specific situation? As for those who are included, the question is
how they can make their multiple identities come to bear on the issue
at hand and how they can effectively use the room for maneuvering
that their community of practice or epistemic culture allows them, in
contributing to the (transient) transdisciplinary collective. This chapter
sets the stage for a close scrutiny of challenges and opportunities in the
light of openness and ‘closures’ of knowledge co-production that the
chapters collected together in Part 2 of this book deal with, offering
a selection of empirical studies that illuminate pertinent conceptual and
practical ways forward to inclusive and diverse forms of transdisciplinarity
in a variety of contexts. A reason to do so is the conviction that the
complex and persistent problems that are center stage in transdisciplinary
work require the use of embodied, tacit and situated experiential knowl-
edge of people’s life-world that Ngozi Adichie’s quote in the epigraph
directs our attention to, which tends to be absent from most academic
knowledge production in efforts at promoting societal transformation.

In this chapter we first give an overview of lessons from the litera-
ture on what including diverse groups of actors in transdisciplinary work
entails in practice. Then we will contemplate the questions whom to
include, when, under what conditions, and to what end, and look into
some of the challenges implied in answering these. In conclusion, we
briefly introduce the empirical chapters collected in this second Part of
the book for practical illustrations of how such challenges can be dealt
with in practice.

2 Dewey J. (1916). Democracy and Education. Project Gutenberg.
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8.2 DEALING WITH DIVERSITIES

Various authors have elaborated the why-question posited above,
amounting to four ‘canonical’ arguments for including wide varieties of
actors in research and innovation (Schmidt, 2020). First, incorporating
multiple perspectives in knowledge production on a problem at hand,
it is often argued improves research quality (the substantive argument;
Lang et al., 2012; Nowotny et al., 2003). Second, legitimacy of and
trust in solutions of societal problems will increase, many authors assume,
if multiple types of stakeholders contribute substantially to the knowl-
edge that feeds into it (the instrumental argument; Owen et al., 2012;
Stilgoe et al., 2013; Von Schomberg, 2013). Third, there is a norma-
tive argument stating that whoever will be affected by the outcomes of
research or innovation practices deserves to have a say in these (alterna-
tively dubbed, the democratic argument; Cash et al., 2003; Dryzek, 2002;
Habermas, 1981; Jasanoft, 2003). Fourth, the inclusion of a wide variety
of actors will result in social learning, enabling participants to come to
a mutual understanding of diverse relevant values, problem understand-
ings, interests and the like, which will enable them to act in congruence
with one another to resolve a situation (the actionable knowledge argu-
ment; Hadorn et al., 2006; Innes & Booher, 2004; Klaassen et al., 2018;
Loeber et al., 2007).

For these reasons, transdisciplinarity for transformation is about
including a diversity of actors, integrating different bodies of knowl-
edge and bringing a diversity of values and perspectives to bear on
efforts at ameliorating a problem situation. Transdisciplinarity effectively
informs practice because it ties together what Aristotle distinguishes as
episteme, praxis and poiesis (Hadorn et al., 2008, p. 31), that is, science,
life-world action and production, in a way that informs phronesis: the
practical wisdom needed to decide on just and effective actions in the
face of some complex, contextually defined issue. For that, such knowl-
edge (‘wisdom’) must enable situated judgment in view of a concrete
problem-solving action, and of the ethical choices involved, in a way
that does justice simultaneously to the situation at hand and to a more
generic understanding as to what is just or wise to do for the community
and for humankind (Loeber &Vermeulen, 2007, 2016). While mono-
and interdisciplinary work respects the boundaries between the spheres
of experiential knowledge holders and practitioners on the one hand
and academic experts on the other, transdisciplinary work deliberately
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transgresses such boundaries—in recognition of the moral and political
character of scientific and life-world knowledge.

The development of transformation-oriented knowledge relevant to
complex and persistent problems, including the question of how to apply
that knowledge in a particular real-life context, often takes place among
representatives of a variety of actor groups. In so doing, insights can
be unlocked that are vital to finding or co-creating practicable changes
for the better, while avoiding exclusion, a priori, of certain groups and
the insights these bring to the table, that is, avoiding ‘epistemic injus-
tice’, defined by Fricker (2007) as ‘harming others in their capacity as a
knower’.

The recognition of a transdisciplinary approach’s distinctive value also
means that more (young) researchers need to get acquainted with doing
transdisciplinarity—something also elaborated in the third Part of this
volume. The chapters in this second Part of the book are all concerned
with a specific, particularly difficult, aspect to this, namely with how to
appropriately deal with all sorts of diversities. This comes with challenges
concerning the design of transdisciplinary projects and the process of
inviting or selecting co-creators. Furthermore, there are challenges in
putting transdisciplinarity into practice, enacting inclusivity by making
space to genuinely listen to each other and by breaking free from the
constraints of one’s epistemic culture, to accommodate information from
one’s sparring partners and their needs and values and associate with these
through one or more of one’s multiple identities that are less tied in with
the dominant epistemic culture.

As for the diversities that deserve to be included, these are many. There
is diversity in terms of knowledge and access thereto, diversity in terms of
access to resources, distance to and relation with academia, practice, policy
and power, diversity in terms of the degree to which one is conventionally
allowed to articulate one’s needs, diversity in one’s capacity to articulate
one’s needs, desires, problem framings or preferred solutions, diversity in
terms of ethnicity, age, gender, sexual orientation—and so on. The various
types of differences can exist both between and within actor groups or
even individuals and call for a diverse set of approaches to organizing
and practicing inclusion. Each of these comes with distinct challenges.
The four chapters in Part 2 bring together all have something distinc-
tive to say on the issue of inclusion, and all share a range of lessons for
future ‘transdisciplinarians’ to build on. Moreover, since transdisciplinarity
yields context-sensitive knowledge, it brings along additional challenges
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in regard to knowledge sharing. The question is how to communicate
insights across contexts in a way that makes ‘experience become available
to other experiences’, as John Dewey (1916) put it.

One might think that the type of challenge we are singling out here
is not necessarily distinctive to transdisciplinarity. And indeed, as was also
discussed in Chapter 1 we find that under various labels and in widely
diverging contexts, over the past decades, a wide variety of researchers,
practitioners and communities have engaged in building bridges between
academic disciplines and practices that go beyond both. We come across
terms like co-creation (Mauser et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2022), co-
production (Simon et al., 2018; Turnhout et al., 2020), participatory
action research (Diaz-Arévalo, 2022; Gorashi & Ponzoni, 2014; Masson
et al., 2021), engaged scholarship (Franklin, 2022) and transdisciplinary
research (Klein, 2014; Pohl & Hadorn, 2007)—all used to refer to
knowledge production in which disciplinary and academic borders are
transgressed. Whether such work is concerned with health system reform
(Javadi et al., 2018; Schuitmaker et al., 2021) or nature conservation
(Torkar & McGregor, 2012), with the energy transition (Heaslip &
Fahy, 2018) or with gender-based violence (Adelman et al., 2012), such
efforts tend to be guided by comparable sensitivities and seek to encom-
pass similar values and goals: contributing to positive societal change, in
ways that are just and that take into account the needs of those who
and that which are most vulnerable and most conventionally ignored—
from marginalized groups to threatened wild-life habitats. Of course,
this generic characterization leaves plenty of room for variations in all
sorts of practical and philosophical details. There are several histor-
ical overviews and attempts at analytical description of transdisciplinary
research (Balsiger, 2015; Max-Neef, 2005; Popa et al., 2015), so we will
not rehearse these here. Rather, we will underscore a small number of
observations and lessons to be drawn from past work on transdisciplinary
research that we think are relevant for understanding what it means to
deal with different actor groups in such work. This includes considering
the implications of the fact that all of us are simultaneously member of
different professional, personal, cultural or academic communities, and
that transdisciplinarity is simultaneously complicated and enriched when
it is acknowledged that and how our intersectional positionalities bear on
our transdisciplinary practices (Kim, 2023).

We therefore focus on the question on the ‘how’ of inclusive transdis-
ciplinary practices, and on how to do so appropriately. Assessing the level
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of ‘appropriateness’ of inclusion can be determined on the basis of three
themes: (7) the level of integration of different knowledges (Godemann,
2008), (4z) the efficacy or promise of proposed knowledge and solutions
to complex persistent problems (Fritz et al., 2019; Lux et al., 2019) and
(7i1) the contribution to (epistemic) justice as shown by its success in
bringing solutions into the world that go beyond the reproduction of
existing systems and (power) structures (Loorbach, 2007; Turnhout et al.,
2020).

Building on the analysis presented by Vermeulen and Witjes (2020),
we can see that these themes correspond with the three strands of schol-
arly work, promoting the different ‘flavours’ or ‘modes’ of or approaches
to transdisciplinarity (see also Regeer et al., 2024). Each flavor is dedi-
cated to the inclusion of different sets of actors and promotes engaging
them differently and at different phases of the process of transdisciplinary
research.

First, several scholars associate the ‘how’ of transdisciplinary research
with the complexity of the problems to be addressed (e.g., Max-Neef,
2005; Nicolescu, 2014). These scholars consider inclusion and diversity
issues in seeking to combine a broad range of disciplinary knowledges of
academic experts, as a basis for formulating scenarios and policy options.
Initial analytic steps, such as problem analysis, problem-definition and
preliminary research need to be completed before bringing in actors from
practice, and then these actors may well be industry representatives, poli-
cymakers and, possibly, civil society organizations (CSOs). The knowledge
that citizens might have to offer does not warrant inviting them (Kua,
2016; Rotmans, 1998; Salem et al., 2018). If research is to lead to real-
life solutions, however, some degree of integration of different forms of
knowledge appears necessary—at least in order to understand the problem
being addressed. Despite this, doing transdisciplinary research in this way,
even if it is only modestly inclusive and hardly meets the approach to
transdisciplinarity that is central to this book, is already quite hard.

A second group of scholars working on sustainability issues in the
domain of transition studies (e.g., Geels, 2012; Smith et al., 2005)
stress problem solving and ‘implementation support, closely linked to
local, regional, national and sometimes even supranational policy making’
(Vermeulen & Witjes, 2020, p. 16). The relative emphasis these scholars
place on the efficacy of transdisciplinarity-based solutions to urgent,
complex and persistent problems goes alongside more extensive engage-
ment policies. In other words, although it involves very much the same
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type of actors who are engaged as in the previously discussed ‘flavour’ of
transdisciplinary research, which largely excludes for instance citizens, in
this type of work these actors take part in more of the transdisciplinary
process, and hence, often help co-produce the delineation and definition
of the problem.

Third, some scholars have the explicit goal of contributing to
increasing (epistemic) justice in doing transdisciplinary work aimed at
transforming existing unfair or unsustainable practices (Rodriguez, 2022;
Temper & Del Bene, 2016). Empowering vulnerable, marginalized, or
other poorly represented and/or heard groups is part and parcel of
transdisciplinary work, and itself an aspect of the transformation(s) to
work toward. Engaging citizens or bottom-up networks is a much more
conventional part of this type of transdisciplinary research than it is of the
other two types and in that sense builds on better-known approaches like
Participatory Action Research (see Chapter 1).

This volume presents a range of approaches to and practices of trans-
disciplinary research. Most of the chapters fall squarely within this third
type of scholarly work, and those included in Part 2 address the question
of how to deal with differences in the distance to or in the boundedness
by science, policy, practice and politics that characterize different groups
and individuals, and with the associated differences in the language used
to articulate needs, values, insights and knowledges. There is no reason
to think that there is only one answer to such how-questions. However,
the literature draws attention to sensitivities and sensibilities that can help
transdisciplinarians think through what does or does not work, what is
appropriate and how one might successfully deal with challenges associ-
ated with transgressing disciplinary and academic boundaries justly and
effectively. The next section briefly discusses some of these challenges.

8.3 CHALLENGES, PROPOSED SOLUTIONS
AND THIS VOLUME’S CONTRIBUTIONS

Arguably, the focus on ‘how’ in discussing the three ‘flavours’ or
approaches in transdisciplinarity should also contend with the questions
of whom to include, when, under what conditions, to what end—questions
that all ‘transdisciplinarians’ will confront at some point. And, of course,
also the question how anyone engaged in transdisciplinarity can deal
with the different ways in which they are differently bound by different
aspects of their positionality, including their ethnic or gender identity,
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the epistemic culture they were raised in, the community of practice they
are member of, and so on, belongs in this list. Answering such ques-
tions is deeply political, as any answer will imply including some and
excluding other voices (whether they are your own or others’), and rele-
gating different types or degrees of agency and responsibility to groups
of differentially interested, affected, distanced, or knowledgeable parties
(Chilvers & Kearnes, 2020; Kok, 2021; Soneryd, 2016). We focus on
particular challenges that arise and present proposals for dealing with
these from each of the different approaches to transdisciplinarity.

8.3.1  Integrating Knowledges in Efforts to Define the Problem

The main challenge in integrating different forms of knowledge concerns
how a problem is framed, finding a common currency in delineating a
problem, reaching agreement on what values are (most) relevant and
the methods that might be appropriate for developing the necessary
knowledge and including the languages each actor uses to realize a
shared understanding that many would consider meaningful (Schén &
Rein, 1994). All transdisciplinary constellations must contend with these
issues. For those focusing on the complexity of the problems (the first
‘flavour’ in transdisciplinary work), this presents the biggest concern.
Power differentials among the diverse actors complicate matters consid-
erably. One solution is to set strict ‘rules for closure’, restricting the
problem-definition phase to those who have been involved from the
outset, and relegating further engagement to ‘end-of-pipe’—arguably at
the cost of both the efficacy of proposed solutions and of (epistemic)
justice of the research processes and outcomes.

Further complicating issues in integrating knowledge have to do
with the composition of the group: how diverse is a transdisciplinary
research consortium in terms of disciplinary backgrounds, practical exper-
tise and other forms of knowledge (tacit, experiential, indigenous, et
cetera)? Communication skills may also differ, as well as reflexive capaci-
ties to support collaboration in inter- and transdisciplinary groups. The
emerging group dynamics also matters—especially as often groups are
unstable and compositions change over time, and group dynamics tends
to be influenced by the degree of the of the group’s heterogeneity in
terms of, e.g., (social, epistemic) status and power (Thomas-Hunt et al.,
2003).
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Given its grounding in distinct real-world problems and its aim to
offer practicable solutions to those, groups conducting transdisciplinary
projects almost by definition have to develop not just a shared and
common knowledge base, but also one that is uniquely geared to the
specific situation. Crucially, exchanges within transdisciplinary collectives
should not be seen as forms of knowledge transfer, but rather as activ-
ities contributing to the expansion of each participant’s perspective and
perception of problems and solutions (Godemann, 2008; Regeer &
Bunders, 2003). Reflexivity, open-mindedness and responsiveness to
other perspectives are necessary but not sufficient conditions for successful
knowledge integration (Klaassen et al., 2018).

Difficult and demanding as this might seem, of course the different
forms of disciplinary and practical knowledge that various contributors
bring is first and foremost a resource. Yet, clearly, different forms of
knowledge are structured differently, and communication and coopera-
tion across sub-groups with different knowledges, backgrounds, values
and needs complicate knowledge integration (Godemann, 2008). The
contribution by Brouwers, Egberts and de Hoop (2024, this volume)
illustrates how what they dub a walkshop (Wickson et al., 2015) offers a
particular research method that can help bring to life a shared reality in
order to support the construction of a common object and research aim.
Similarly, in their chapter on the Frame Reflection Lab, Horn and van der
Meij outline a hands-on approach to nurturing reflexivity and transdisci-
plinary collaboration, and to ways to strengthen relevant communication
skills.

8.3.2  Effective Solutions

Issues that result from power differentials among knowledge holders
are difficult to brush aside. “Transdisciplinarians’ aiming to create a
better understanding of real-world and complex problems, as well as at
contributing to instigating transformative dynamics, face the challenge of
finding ‘ways of working with and around the power relations, which shape
and are being shaped by the emerging community’ of the transdisciplinary
collective’ (Van Breda & Swilling, 2019, pp. 834-5). The intricacies vary
and arguably become notably complex and sensitive if transdisciplinary
research also aims to contribute to (epistemic) justice (as is the case in the
third “flavour’ of transdisciplinarity). Even if we leave aside justice-related
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issues out of the equation for now, there is a risk that powerful and vested-
interest actors use transdisciplinary settings to reproduce the status quo
and/or wittingly or unwittingly promote their own self-interest.

This critical risk (see also Stirling, 2008) has been discussed, for
instance in relation to participatory experiments in the governance of
nuclear waste. Chilvers (2008, p. 1881) discussed the issue, stating that
‘[ulnless [the] often tacit power velations arve acknowledged, accounted
Sfor, and exposed by all involved, but especially vested intevests, [transdisci-
plinary] analytic-deliberative institutions may well undermine public trust,
credibilivy, and legitimacy rather than promote these democratic vivtues as
is widely cloimed’. As a remedy, there is a need for reflexive and respon-
sive research, as well as governance cultures that authentically support the
emancipatory aspirations of transdisciplinarity.

This draws attention to necessary institutional conditions that are,
however, seldomly in place. The question is how transdisciplinary research
practice can contribute to the normalization of reflexivity and respon-
siveness in a way that these serve to counter vested interests that
reproduce undesirable structures (see also Bourdieu, 1977). The chapter
by Ramaswami, Seshadri and Bunders (this volume) shows that phasing
transdisciplinary work offers a way forward in this respect, as it enables
different actor groups to contribute separately. This makes it possible to
make explicit choices about whom to engage at which phase of a project,
for what purpose, and together with or apart from which other actors
(Lynch et al., 2017; Verwoerd et al., 2023). Thus, separating groups of
actors who have more or less power or higher or lower status has proven
effective in dealing with this issue (Regeer et al., 2011).

Discussions on power in transdisciplinary processes are inevitably
entangled with the debate on how to ensure, without being paternal-
istic, that vulnerable and marginalized groups are properly engaged. Even
if such groups do not pro-actively demand a seat at the table and do not
have the same authority or status as other participants—such as corporate
representatives, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), policymakers
or academic researchers—how can one ensure they fully reap the benefits
of transdisciplinary projects? Let us turn to that theme now.

8.3.3  Epistemically Just Reseavch in Transformation Practices

Among the main challenges in transdisciplinary research is to ensure that
it is not only its outcomes that serve those who are less likely to articulate
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their needs, values and perspectives, but also the research process itself.
Co-creation by actors among whom there are obvious power imbalances
challenges researchers’ ability to see the less-privileged groups’ knowl-
edges and viewpoints represented in knowledge- and decision-making,
without alienating influential stakeholders. As Turnhout and colleagues
(2020, p. 16) succinctly put it:

Literature on participation has demonstrated that elite actors, for example
from government, large NGOs, or scientists, have more time and resources
available, often initiate these processes, define the scope for participation,
have more knowledge and skills, and are, for all these reasons that resonate
with social-cultural biases, better able to articulate a contribution that is
considered relevant and important. Consequently, elite actors are able to
shape these processes to serve their interests. In a co-production context,
these power inequalities are further compounded by the strong authority
that is attributed to scientific expertise vis-a-vis other knowledge systems.

Ignoring power differentials is not an option, as this risks simply repro-
ducing inequities rather than contributing to transforming the status quo
(Cooke & Kothari, 2001). And although, fortunately, there are strate-
gies to circumvent this risk, the difficulty of applying these should not be
underestimated. Capacity-building initiatives might be useful to ensure
equitable access to resources and information, thus empowering groups,
but this can only make a substantial difference when also other proac-
tive measures are taken, including learning how to listen well to people
whom one does not easily identify with, creating safe spaces for marginal-
ized groups, fostering partnerships or hybrid forums that enable actors
to on-line contribute meaningfully to deliberations (Bruhn et al., 2024;
Canel et al., 2022; Fritz & Binder, 2020; Mascarenhas et al., 2021; Stark,
2024, this volume). However, another complicating factor is that not
everyone whose knowledge, values and perspectives would be pertinent
to resolving a given issue is able and willing to participate in a transdisci-
plinary project. Some people distrust science, or the public authorities
that share responsibility for funding or implementing transdisciplinary
research and hence might not wish to participate. The chapters by Holle,
Ponzoni and Ghorashi and De Weger, Fraaije, Harambam and Willems
(this volume) address these issues. These authors show that fostering a
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culture of mutual respect, and acknowledging the privileges or disadvan-
tages that characterize certain actors is a starting point for dealing with
such challenges, although it does not in itself resolve them.

Power is clearly the central theme in all these challenges (and in the
chapters addressing them), namely the intricacies in dealing with power
differentials. The different ‘flavours’ of doing transdisciplinarity show that
dealing with power differentials is a complex process in such research, but
is essential to achieve equitable outcomes and engage in equitable prac-
tices. As these chapters illustrate, there may be many reasons to navigate
power differentials in different ways, depending on the circumstances.

8.4 OvuTtLOOK: SIGNPOSTING CHALLENGES

The challenges discussed above cannot be resolved but must neverthe-
less be addressed in practice. ‘Transdisciplinarians’ who are dedicated
to including diverse actors and factors in their work to help ensure it
plays a transformative and emancipatory role have to articulate their own
response to such challenges, tailored to the particular circumstances in
which their project unfolds. There is not and cannot be one single,
universally applicable answer to the question what it entails to include
all relevant voices when co-creating practicable knowledge for transfor-
mation, just like, as Regeer et al. (2024) discussed, more generally there
are no one-size-fits-all guidelines to transdisciplinarity.

As we have already seen, there are many reasons for this. First, diversity
in what are regarded complex and persistent problems is too large—just
think of the commonalities and differences between institutional racism,
biodiversity loss, faltering healthcare systems, climate change, child abuse,
food insecurity societal polarization and so on. Second, we must consider
the possibility that problems are structured differently, calling for the
input of different knowledges, different relevant (epistemic) communi-
ties, in which there will be different values at play and so on, and so
the goals with which various actor groups engage in transdisciplinary
co-creation will also differ. Therefore, ways of making knowledge collabo-
ratively, finding meanings and developing solutions will be different from
one context to the next. Third, the institutional, epistemic or gover-
nance culture one finds oneself in when engaging in transdisciplinary
research can vary significantly, being less or more appropriate for the
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type of reflexivity and responsiveness required to successfully pool knowl-
edge integration and solution formulation and implementation in just and
inclusive ways.

This does not mean, though, that we are forever lost in the dark. On
the contrary, we hope that structuring some of the challenges as we have
outlined here can be of help to everyone who travels the interesting,
complex and (hopefully) ultimately rewarding road of transdisciplinarity.

Much as the analysis we have set out in this introductory chapter acts
as signpost to challenges that merit close attention, each of the four chap-
ters in Part 2 present some pointers to what including the right voices at
the right time, and using the right engagement practices could mean—
or: could for instance mean. None of the authors makes any claim to be
comprehensive, or to give recipes for doing things right in terms of inclu-
sion and diversities—to once again touch upon the theme of Chapter 3
of this book. But these chapters do aim to inspire a wide range of readers,
practitioners of transdisciplinary work or budding transdisciplinarians.

In their chapter ‘Taking the landscape into conversations’, Brouwers,
Egberts and de Hoop show how their development and execution of a
walkshop led to more inclusive conversations on preventing wildfires in
the Netherlands. The added value of doing inclusivity becomes clear in
the way their walkshop promotes engaging with different knowledges
and values, while also allowing for the appropriate recognition of the
embodied, situated knowledge that emerges in landscape-human interac-
tions, which more conventional and often sterile formats like round-table
discussions or one’s everyday post-it session.

The chapter by Ramaswamy, Seshadri and Bunders discusses how trans-
disciplinarity has enabled systemic transformation in child and youth
issues in India, specifically in the area of children’s interface with the
criminal justice system, in relation to sexual abuse—in particular the
substantial power differences in that system and the conventional disre-
gard for children’s testimonies. Despite these complexities, the chapter
celebrates the transformative potential of transdisciplinary work, which
becomes clearly visible in the capacity building it supports and in the
policy changes it helped advance.

Similarly focusing on a stigmatized, silenced and marginalized commu-
nity, the chapter by Holle et al. presents three conditions for co-creative
research with refugees in the Netherlands. These are creativity, ‘holding
space’ for change and transformation and the fluid combination of ‘decen-
tering and recentering’. Using creative workshops to share stories and
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content through art practices, the researchers aimed at decentering their
own perspectives and alleged leading role to allow the group’s desires,
knowledges and practices to remain central, recentering when needed—
for instance when too much openness risks flowing over into chaos and
lack of direction—and incorporating academic insights throughout the
process. The chapter illustrates how in transdisciplinary research collec-
tives one can develop ways of working on conducive conditions for fertile
co-creation, even when such conditions are not in place.

The final chapter by de Weger, Fraaije, Harambam and Willems
presents three different cases, all with different stakeholder groups
holding different positions in relation to the interface between science,
innovation, policy and practice. The authors focus on the question how
to meaningfully engage citizens who experience a distance