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Rockström et al. 2009)

“a persistent problem is conceptualised as a 
systemically (re)produced negative side effect 
of a success factor of that system; i.e., as an 

enduring problem, in coherence with the 
pathways and mechanisms by which this 

problem is produced and reproduced” 
(Schuitmaker 2012: 1022)

Complex | uncertain | difficult to manage | 
hard to grasp | deeply rooted

Why should it be necessary?



Such unstructured questions…

… pose a problem to how we generate knowledge about them, they require:

• System perspective: understand interrelations and interdependencies;

• Pluralism: in terms of perspectives (who is a knower) and in terms of methods;

• Collaboration: across disciplines and beyond disciplines;

• Reconstruction: not take a face value, and not stop with deconstruction 

require the production of knowledge that is

societally relevant, socially robust, or action-oriented/actionable

(and of transformative action)
Wittmayer et al. 2021



Process-oriented forms of research

Pohl et al. (2017)

Miller 2013: 289



A long history of process-oriented forms of research





Action research?

Action research seeks transformative change 
through the simultaneous process of taking action 

and doing research 
which are linked together by critical reflection. 

(AR podcast, episode 1)

“critical and relational processes 
through which researchers and their co-inquirers 

aim to collaboratively produce 
scientifically and socially relevant knowledge and transformative 

action” 
(Bartels & Wittmayer, 2018, p4).

Striving for: 
enhancement of human flourishing, emancipation, 

democracy and the empowerment of those involved 
(Greenwood and Levin 2007, Reason and Bradbury 2008). 



… in the context of transformation 

Loorbach et al. 2017

Loorbach 2010

Cf. Geels 2004



Action research in Rotterdam-Carnisse (NL)

09/2010 – 06/2015 (different stages) 

- What makes for a sustainable neighbourhood – ecologically and socially?
- ‘Disadvantaged neighbourhood’, financial-economic crisis 2008/09
- Using an action research approach to transition governance



Action-oriented research: 
Local transition processes

Wittmayer & Schäpke 2014, Wittmayer 2016



Choices & Challenges 1

With whom to work?

• Local government, local residents 
(and are these ‘black boxes’?)

But also:

• Whose knowledge counts?

• Who is considered as 
‘knowledgeable’?



Photo by javier trueba on Unsplash 

Choices & Challenges 2: Who are you?
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1 Reflective Scientist

2 Process Facilitator
4 Change Agent

5 Reflexive Scientist
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3 Knowledge Broker

https://unsplash.com/@javotrueba?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@museumsvictoria?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/scientist?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@firmbee?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@rudy_issa?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Explicitly politicizing your role as a researcher: 
how action-oriented research can play a role in co-
producing counter-hegemonic knowledge 

Jhagroe 2018: 71



Choices & Challenges 3

Which methods & approaches to 
use?

• Cognitive, workshop-based 
methods: problem analysis, 
visioning, backcasting

• Practical hands-on 
experimentation with re-opening 
a community centre in a self-
organized way 

Consequences for in/exclusion; 
quality criteria; ownership…



Choices & Challenges 4: Working within the system to try to 
change it

Jagannathan et al. 2020



What are the questions that you need to ask yourself?

• What are the societal issues you want to address?

• What is your vision on transformation and the role of cooperative action?

• With whom are you working?

• How/what is the process?

• To which end?

• Caution: challenges ahead



Thank you!

Dr. Julia Wittmayer

wittmayer@drift.eur.nl
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