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“Obviously, we don’t need to discuss the appropriateness of reflexive evaluation today, 
for we know by now that this is a valid method.”  

(dr.prof. Bas Arts, PBL’s chief scientist,2 during the final internal presentation of the 
Inter-Administrative Programme Vibrant Rural Areas reflexive evaluation, February 

11th 2021) 

With this quote, the chief scientist of the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy 
Assessment Agency (Dutch: Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, henceforth PBL) 
circumvented the discussion on the validity and acceptability of knowledge co-
production in policy evaluation within the organisation. Upon reading it, one might 
forget there was a time when knowledge co-production in policy evaluation at the PBL 
was anything less than straightforward. When in 2014 a large-scale evaluation of the 
Natuurpact policy programme commenced and the idea was coined that nature 
policy’s complex and intractable character would benefit from a deliberative and 
reflexive research approach aimed at knowledge co-production, the conditions 
conducive to such an approach were hardly in place. Well-maintained organisational 
standards of independency, objectivity and autonomy as well as the custom of 
emphasising accountability and compliance in the policy context worked to keep the 
domains of science and policy strictly apart, and made the implementation of 
knowledge co-production in policy evaluation like rowing upstream. 

Knowledge co-production in policy evaluation, also referred to as reflexive evaluation, 
or ‘lerende evaluatie’ in Dutch, has since been identified by the PBL as an important 
expansion of its research repertoire to enhance its reflexive practice. It is considered a 
crucial approach to sustain the organisation’s credibility and legitimacy within the 
Dutch science-policy arena in light of wicked policy issues. While hardly the 
organisation’s first undertaking of knowledge co-production, the Natuurpact research 
project was its first endeavour of knowledge co-production in evaluation of its scale 
and duration. Over the past five years, I’ve had the opportunity to study how the 
process of normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy evaluation takes shape 
in the organisation. Not as replacement for other standing approaches to policy 
research, but as valid approach in its own right and embedded within the 
organisation’s wider research repertoire. I have accompanied policy researchers at the 
PBL on their journey and observed them navigating (social) structures rooted in 
traditions of technocracy and rationality in their search for a more deliberative and 

 
 

 

2 The chief scientist advises the Executive Board on the organisation’s scientific quality assurance and 
scientific integrity and is an important driver of methodological innovation.   
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reflexive research practice better equipped at producing socially robust knowledge for 
today’s complex environmental and sustainability problems. Over time, I witnessed 
how capacity was built and space negotiated to allow the emergence and 
normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy evaluation, exemplified by the 
initiation of various other policy studies marked by deliberation and knowledge co-
production in the organisation. Nevertheless, this journey towards a practice of 
reflexivity remains on-going and full of challenges and dilemmas as technocratic 
traditions continue to be privileged by policy researchers and policy actors alike, with 
the risk of tokenising participation and retaining the status quo for science-policy 
interfaces.  

1.1 Why is the normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy 
evaluation an important object of study? 

Overall, the emerging practice of knowledge co-production at the PBL may be 
appreciated in the light of wider calls across science, policy and society for reflexive 
modes of knowledge production (reflexive research, in short). Such modes are 
perceived as better equipped to address the wicked and intractable character of 
environmental and sustainability issues, such as climate change, global food security 
and loss of biodiversity. One of reflexive research’s basic tenets is the appreciation of 
the limitations of science in providing ultimate truths for dealing with wicked 
problems (Jasanoff, 2003; Sarewitz, 2004). Reflexive research is issue-driven and 
aimed at developing actionable knowledge that is socially robust to inform decision-
making (e.g., Arnott et al., 2020b; Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993; Nowotny et al., 2001). In 
light of this, a move away is visible from technocratic knowledge interactions in which 
scientific knowledge has primacy, towards more inclusive and deliberative 
interactions between science, policy and society. With reflexive research, academic 
and non-academic actors collaborate in processes of knowledge co-production 
marked by mutual learning and knowledge integration (e.g., Pohl et al., 2010; Scholz & 
Steiner, 2015a).  

Knowledge co-production’s popularity has been accompanied by a lot of scholarly 
attention for its theoretical and epistemic underpinnings, assessing its societal impacts 
and providing conceptual and methodological suggestions to advance its quality. A 
large part of the literature has been concerned with the observed discrepancy 
between its theoretical ambitions and the actual outcomes that are achieved in 
practice – which tend to be of a rather less transformative nature than is theorised in 
literature – and with formulating suggestions on how to remedy this discrepancy (Felt 
et al., 2016; Flinders et al., 2016; Jagannathan et al., 2020; Scherhaufer, 2014). The 
argument has been made that, in practice, knowledge co-production processes appear 



Introduction | 

15 | 
 

to closely resemble their technocratic counterparts they are presumed to diverge 
from, embodying classical ideas on how science and policy should (not) interact 
(Reinecke, 2015; Turnhout et al., 2013; Van der Hel, 2016). As opposed to its 
transformative and empowering ideals, the inclusion of policy and societal actors in 
the research process is observed to have a mostly instrumental character, as a 
consequence of which participation has become (unwittingly) tokenistic and 
technocratised (Braun & Könninger, 2018; Chilvers, 2008). Scholars have argued that, 
rather than the transformation of science-policy relations that was promised – e.g., the 
‘new social contract’ of science (Gibbons, 1999) – the status quo of traditional 
interactions is sustained as researchers are perceived to do ‘more of the same under a 
different name’ (Van der Hel, 2016:173). It appears that in their pursuit of knowledge 
co-production’s theoretical ideals in real-life settings, researchers run into barriers that 
compromise its process and outcomes.   

Scholars have pointed out such barriers in the political, social and institutional 
contexts that surround knowledge co-production to explain the observed discrepancy 
between theory and real-life settings (Braun & Könninger, 2018). It has been argued 
that the way researchers are able to navigate these barriers determines the 
transformative potential of knowledge co-production processes (Wise et al., 2014). In 
light of this, institutional change and the institutionalisation of reflexive research is 
called for (e.g., Flinders et al., 2016; Kueffer et al., 2012; Schneidewind & Augenstein, 
2012; Yarime et al., 2012; Zweekhorst et al., 2002). Yet, so far, there has been 
relatively little empirical or theoretical attention for the process by which 
institutionalisation might be achieved and what it might look like (Arnott et al., 2020a). 
It is to this particular matter this thesis seeks to contribute.  

1.2 Focus, scope and aim of this thesis 
In this thesis, I explore how a practice of knowledge co-production in policy 
evaluation becomes normalised. With normalisation, I refer to a process by which 
practices are implemented, embedded and integrated into the daily life of policy 
researchers (May & Finch, 2009). I explicitly do not mean that knowledge co-
production becomes the new normal, thereby replacing all other approaches to 
knowledge production. Rather, I refer to a situation where knowledge co-production 
has become just as normal as other approaches, and to a degree of ease or self-
evidence with which knowledge co-production is selected as appropriate approach 
and executed.  

The focus of the research presented in this thesis is on the work that policy 
researchers do to support normalisation, and how their work interacts with the 
contexts in which knowledge co-production is introduced. I adopt a practice 
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perspective to access the practical challenges and dilemmas policy researchers 
encounter, the actions they undertake to address these (or not) and the interactions 
with the organisational and policy contexts that not just form the backdrop against 
which knowledge co-production occurs, but also determine the confines of what is 
conventional and deemed acceptable for science-policy interactions.  

The central aim of this thesis is to contribute to the advancement of reflexive research 
in science-policy systems by deepening understanding of the process of normalisation 
of a practice of knowledge co-production in policy evaluation at the PBL Netherlands 
Environmental Policy Assessment Agency. I have selected the PBL as paradigmatic 
case (Flyvbjerg, 2006): a boundary organisation operating on the Dutch environmental 
science-policy interface. Boundary organisations may be of particular interest to study 
the interactions between policy researchers and their contexts, as they must 
continuously ensure adherence to the latest scientific standards while simultaneously 
guard alignment to developments in their social and political contexts to guarantee 
societal and political legitimacy and credibility (Pesch et al., 2012; Pielke, 2007). The 
PBL organisation has the increasingly explicit ambition to practise reflexive modes of 
research, given the uncertain, intractable and multi-actor, multi-level governance 
character of the environmental policy issues the organisation attends to, and their 
implications for PBL’s role and position. It follows that PBL presents an opportune 
case to study in detail how the process of normalisation of knowledge co-production 
takes shape.  

In the following chapters I first elaborate on this thesis’ central theoretical concepts 
and frameworks (Chapter 2), followed by the research design including the general 
research approach, research sub-questions and studies on which the research in this 
thesis builds (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 to 8 present the studies’ findings, which are 
used to answer the research sub- and main question in Chapter 9. Chapter 9 also 
includes a reflection on the research approach, and a general discussion and 
propositions for ways forward for both research and practice.
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In the previous chapter I introduced the increasing calls for opening up science to 
policy and society in light of environmental wicked problems, and the call for reflexive 
modes of research this gave fruition to. I also touched upon the challenges with 
putting the theoretical ideals of new modes of knowledge production to practice in 
real-world settings. In this chapter I elaborate on these calls and novel modes of 
research as well as the challenges in more detail, and propose a way to study these 
challenges and how these are addressed by policy researchers. 

2.1 Shifts in the relationship between science and policy 
Modern day society is faced with complex, urgent and wicked sustainability problems, 
by some referred to as the grand challenges of our time (Felt et al., 2012; Gibbert et 
al., 2021). They are characterised by their progressive systemic character and 
complexity due to the interwovenness of social-economic and ecological aspects, the 
myriad perspectives and opinions resulting in the contestation of facts and values, and 
an incomplete – or even contradictory – knowledge base (Rittel & Webber, 1973). 
Developing potential solutions to such problems present an unprecedented challenge 
for both policy and science alike.  

As regards public policy, it is argued that regular policy processes characterised by 
traditional bureaucratic routines are unsuitable to address wicked problems (Hovik & 
Hanssen, 2015). With the changing context of public administration, ‘more than 
before, solutions for pressing problems cannot be found within the boundaries of 
sovereign polities’ (Hajer, 2003:175), which has led administrators and policymakers 
to reconsider their approaches to policy design and execution. An emerging trend is 
perceived in the transformation from government to governance: from hierarchical 
control to more pluricentric configurations where power is dispersed over multiple 
(governmental) levels and multiple actors, including citizens and industry (Hajer, 2003; 
Lo, 2018). For this ‘energetic society’ characterised by active citizenship and social 
entrepreneurship, Van der Steen et al. (2015) have conceptualised four perceived roles 
of government: the lawful, performing, networking and participatory government. Each 
role differs as regards the degree of governmental (top-down) management of policy 
goals and the levels of involvement and participation with society. While the lawful 
and performing government pertain to classic government models such as Traditional 
Public Administration (TPA) and New Public Management (NPM) traditions, the 
networking and participatory government – also referred to as network or 
collaborative governance (e.g., Evers et al., 2020; Klijn et al., 2010) –  may be 
understood as to fall under the emerging paradigm of New Public Governance (NPG) 
(Nederhand et al., 2019a). NPG draws from the scholarly body of work on co-
production and assumes citizens and other societal actors take active part in 
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developing policy and delivering public services; stakeholder engagement with policy 
is generally considered essential for dealing with wicked problems (Cuppen, 2012). In 
parallel to the rise of NPG, scholars have made the case that wicked problems 
demand a reconsideration of the dominant institutions and routinised ways of thinking 
and doing, as these are in many ways part of the problem (Beck et al., 1994), and 
require societal innovation and transformation towards more sustainable societal 
systems (Voss et al., 2006). It is argued that the governance of wicked problems 
should therefore also include a ‘reflexive perspective’, meaning that things that are 
habitually done and taken for granted are challenged for their self-evidence (A. Loeber 
et al., 2007). Reflexive governance strives to do just so, as a mode of governance that 
encourages actors to (re)consider their underlying assumptions, institutions and 
practices to promote sustainable development (Hendriks & Grin, 2007). Box 2.1 
provides some background information on these developments as regards the Dutch 
science-policy system in particular.   

Box 2.1 The Dutch science-policy system: legacy of the Poldermodel  
Science-policy systems (or policy advisory systems; Halligan, 1995) comprise complex constellations 
of interdependent scientific, public and societal actors and organisations that interact and compete to 
produce knowledge to support policy-decision making (Van den Berg, 2017). These constellations of 
actors and their relationships are unique to each country (and within each country, may differ from 
policy sector to policy sector) (Craft & Howlett, 2013) as regards which actors are included, the role of 
the public and the authoritative position of knowledge institutes (Hermann et al., 2015; Kunseler, 
2017). Country-specific political cultures (Halffman, 2005; Kunseler, 2017) that reflect the dominant 
norms for the appropriate relationships between science, policy and society, may explain these 
differences.  

In the Netherlands, the political culture is characterised by elements of New Public Management 
(NPM) bureaucracy, technocratic discourses, as well as corporatist traditions and a deliberative, 
consensus-seeking approach in which societal interest groups have the opportunity to lobby their 
interests to the state (in Dutch also referred to as the ‘Poldermodel’, characteristic to European 
continental countries including Austria, Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands) (Van den Berg, 
2017). In the Netherlands, this consensus-seeking approach – focused on deliberation and mutual 
learning – may be traced back to the 1980s, when government, labour unions and employer 
collectives adopted this model to derive to win-win outcomes for economic and social reform. The 
Poldermodel has been appraised for its importance for remedying high unemployment rates in the 
‘80s and the growth of the Dutch economy in the ‘90s (Keune, 2016; Visser & Hemerijck, 1997). While 
engaging the public in policy processes has become fashionable in Europe since the late 1990’s 
(Hagendijk & Irwin, 2006), in the Netherlands there appears a somewhat longer historical basis policy 
actors may draw upon in their pursuit of the New Public Governance (NPG) paradigm and reflexive 
governance.  
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The increasingly intractable and systemic character of environmental and 
sustainability issues, accompanied by the above trends of network and reflexive 
governance, have had their repercussions on how the relationship between science 
and policy is understood and the subsequent position of knowledge institutes as 
regards decision-making processes. This relationship has long been perceived as a 
linear one, in which the worlds of science and policy are believed to be strictly 
separated. This perspective draws from 18th-century Enlightenment ideals and 
traditions of technocracy and rationality, as well as notions of value-free and impartial 
science, and is rooted in epistemologies such as positivism and empiricism (Kunseler 
& Vasileiadou, 2016; Lentsch & Weingart, 2011). Also referred to as normal science 
(Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993) or Mode-1 knowledge production (Gibbons et al., 1994), 
researchers in this view are associated with producing objective and independent 
facts free from social values. Supposedly, these facts are subsequently transferred to 
policy actors who use them for public decision-making and taking action. Public 
welfare is thereby linearly advanced, or so is thought (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Jasanoff, 
2011). Science in this understanding allegedly ‘speaks truth to power’ – a notion that 
draws short in the face of wicked problems, as perceptions of truth turn out to be 
pluralistic and value-laden, and as power has become dispersed over pluricentric 
networks of governance. The linear understanding has been criticised by scholars in 
the field of Science, Technology and Society (STS) who argue that the distinction 
between science and society in real-world settings is at best artificial (Latour, 1987), 
and that knowledge production and social order co-evolve in intertwined manners. 
From this follows that knowledge is at the same time ‘a product of social order and […] 
constitutive of forms of social life’ (Jasanoff, 2004:274, in Van Der Hel, 2016).  

Accompanied by this shift in how the science-policy relationship is understood is 
another development that has affected the position of scientific knowledge and 
expertise in society. A characteristic of wicked problems is that they are marked by 
knowledge controversies. While controversy is part and parcel of all scientific 
advancement, some controversies are persistent. They tend not to be just about 
disputes over scientific facts, but are interlaced with contestations over the political 
and societal implications of that knowledge (Turnhout et al., 2020). In other words, 
these controversies are for a large part also about values and interests. Under the 
header of ‘post-truth’ society or politics, it has become increasingly common for 
(populist) politicians (but also citizens, industry and other societal actors) to disregard 
evidence and critical thinking to inform action, in favour of interpreting and mobilising 
facts in line with personal opinions, interests and beliefs (Beck & Mahony, 2018; 
Turnhout et al., 2020). The Trump presidency has become widely associated with 
post-truth politics, and its negligence of climate change is commonly perceived as an 
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exemplar case (Kunseler, 2017). More recently, similar developments may be viewed 
internationally as regards the public controversy and rejection of scientific facts about 
the Covid-19 pandemic by politicians and citizen actors alike. In a post-truth society 
the credibility and legitimacy of scientists and scientific institutions are no longer self-
evident, and their epistemic and political authority are in dispute. Paradoxically, it 
seems that the more urgently scientific advice is called for, the more its authority is 
questioned by policy actors, stakeholders and citizens (also referred to as the ‘paradox 
of scientific authority’; Bijker et al., 2009).  

2.2 New modes of knowledge production 
The awareness of the interwovenness of science and policy and the increase in public 
controversy, and subsequent demise of scientific authority have given rise to new 
ideas on the process of knowledge production and the roles of researchers, and policy 
and societal actors during this process. Such orientations appreciate the limits of 
science in providing the ultimate answers for dealing with wicked problems, and seek 
to open up the process of knowledge production and decision-making to other forms 
of knowledge, such as experiential and practical knowledge (Sarewitz, 2004). In light 
of this, a broader range of actors is included in democratic and deliberative processes 
to co-produce socially robust knowledge geared towards societal transformation and 
sustainable development (e.g., Bunders et al., 2010; Pohl et al., 2010; Scholz & Steiner, 
2015a) 

This democratic and deliberative outlook on knowledge production forms the base of 
diverse scientific traditions and approaches that have found uptake in various fields, 
including sustainability science, environmental policy studies and policy science. In 
their suggested paradigm of post-normal science, for instance, Funtowicz & Ravetz 
(1993) argue that normal science is inadequate for producing valid knowledge for 
issues characterised by high levels of uncertainty and high decision stakes. They argue 
that the quality of knowledge should be assured by engaging those actors who have a 
stake in the decision in dialogue and mutual learning processes. These ideas have 
been furthered in Gibbons’ and colleagues conceptualisation of Mode-2 knowledge 
production (as opposed to Mode-1) (1994). The case is made for a new social contract 
between science and society, through transparent and participatory interactions that 
guarantee that scientific knowledge is socially robust, meaning that it must be 
scientifically robust while ‘also sensitive to a much wider range of social implications’ 
(Gibbons, 1999:C82). Somewhat more recently, Responsible Research and Innovation 
(RRI) has found traction in European policy cycles and may be perceived as a concept 
aimed at embedding a more democratic and responsible mode of knowledge 
production to better align research and innovation processes and outcomes with 
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societal values and needs (Klaassen et al., 2018; Owens et al., 2004; Stilgoe et al., 
2013).  

In fields including policy science and public administration, new modes of knowledge 
production have gained similar resonance. In the face of high levels of uncertainty and 
complexity of wicked problems, policy makers increasingly seek for ways to design 
‘robust’ policies, i.e., policies that deliver despite turbulent and changing conditions 
(Van der Steen & Van Twist, 2018). Ideas to enhance such robustness may for 
instance be found in Deliberative Policy Analysis (DPA), an approach proposed as an 
answer to the mismatch between technocratic and positivist types of policy analyses 
and the increasingly networked styles of governance (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). Its 
advocates argue policy analysis should be practice-oriented, interpretive and 
deliberative in order to have political authority and legitimacy (Li & Wagenaar, 2019).  

Reflexive research 
Each of these various traditions has its own particularities and focus, and has found 
uptake in differing – although associated – fields. At the same time, they share a 
number of interrelated theoretical and practical elements that I wish to emphasise for 
the purpose of this thesis. To start, these traditions are issue-driven and aimed at 
producing actionable knowledge (e.g., Arnott et al., 2020b; Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993) 
that is relevant, legitimate and credible – or, socially robust – to inform decision-
making to address this issue (Cash et al., 2002; Nowotny et al., 2001). Second, a 
changed relationship between knowledge producers and knowledge users is encompassed in 
these traditions. The role of researchers is not to produce value-free facts that can be 
unilaterally used by policymakers to inform decision-making, nor to develop definitive 
solutions to end political discussion. Rather, researchers facilitate policy and societal 
actors’ capacity for deliberation and collective learning (Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003). 
Their role shifts from pure scientists or issue advocates, to facilitators of mutual 
learning processes, knowledge brokers and change agents (Pielke, 2007; Pohl et al., 
2010; Turnhout et al., 2013). At the same time, policymakers are no longer perceived 
as passive recipients of facts, but as legitimate knowledge holders and co-investigators 
who play an active part in the knowledge production process (Tengö et al., 2014; West 
et al., 2019). Finally, and strongly related to the previous notions, these traditions 
share that they seek to advance reflexivity both of science and scientists themselves, as 
of the policy and the actors who constitute the policy field under scrutiny.  

Reflexivity, as it was originally introduced in the 1990s, refers to how modern society 
inevitably impacts itself due to its own continuous development. The modernisation of 
modern society has come to impact itself by producing (unintentional) negative side-
effects of otherwise legitimate activities, via ambiguous, uncertain and complex routes 
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that have proven impossible to predict in full (Beck et al., 1994; 2003). Think, for 
instance, on the use of fossil fuels and its importance for powering the industrial 
revolution and the subsequent societal advancements, including reduced global 
poverty and enhanced food security. At the same time, the extensive use of fossil fuels 
has induced possibly irreversible climate change (paradoxically threatening the 
acquired welfare and food security, amongst other societal and environmental 
aspects), demanding us to reconsider how we produce and use energy on a global 
scale. This was never the intention when the production of energy via fossil fuels was 
initiated, and demonstrates how ‘the environment is turning back on society’ (Beers & Van 
Mierlo, 2017:244). Reflexivity, as such, is considered an inherent feature of wicked 
problems and the nature of any modern society. Voss et al. (2006) refer to this as first-
order reflexivity.  

Second-order reflexivity captures what Beck and colleagues understand as pro-
actively dealing with the detrimental effects of reflexive modernisation and refers to 
someone’s awareness of the reflexivity of his or her own situation in a society marked 
by first-order reflexivity (Voss et al., 2006). As Beers & Van Mierlo (2017) explain, 
second-order reflexivity goes beyond mere reflection on society, and also involves 
understanding the implications of those reflections for one’s own behaviour and 
actions: a so to speak ‘reflection-on-reflection’ (Beck et al., 2003:16, in Beers & Van 
Mierlo, 2017). In this light, reflexivity also becomes understood as a (human) capacity 
and as a virtue of experts who are aware of their position, assumptions and 
understanding of the world, how these affect their problem framing and interpretation 
of produced knowledge, and the subsequent political and societal implications of their 
work (Fischer, 2009; Jasanoff, 2003). Second-order reflexivity as capacity is also 
apportioned to policy programmes or interventions aimed at societal transformation 
to indicate their ability to interact with and affect the societal and political 
environment within which it operates (Van Mierlo et al., 2010). Reflexivity as a 
capacity arguably may be more or less prevalent and can be advanced to support 
societal transformation and sustainable development (Beers and Van Mierlo, 2017) by 
approaches to knowledge production that encourage self-reflection and that are 
learning-oriented (Voss et al., 2006).  

For the remainder of this thesis, I use the term reflexivity to refer to second-order 
reflexivity. Furthermore, I understand modes of knowledge production that feature 
the above mentioned characteristics as reflexive research. As this thesis aims at 
providing insights into how reflexive research may be advanced in science-policy 
systems, I turn to how reflexive research may be put to practice in such systems next.  
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Advancing reflexivity through knowledge co-production  
Reflexivity may be pursued through a growing range of methods or methodologies 
which aim at more structural and deliberative science-policy interactions. Approaches 
such as transdisciplinary research (Hirsch Hadorn et al., 2008; Lang et al., 2012) and 
knowledge co-production (Miller & Wyborn, 2020; Norström et al., 2020) have found 
wide traction in international environmental and sustainability science-policy arenas 
(West et al., 2019). Characterised by opening up the knowledge production process to 
those actors who have a stake in the issue under study, stakeholders participate and 
take an active role during all phases of the research to integrate different ways of 
knowing and co-produce knowledge that is deemed actionable and legitimate (Mach 
et al., 2020).  

To gain insight into how reflexive research may be advanced, the research I present in 
this thesis revolves around the coming into being of a practice of knowledge co-
production. I understand knowledge co-production to comprise four theoretical-ideal 
key-features: stakeholder diversity and inclusion, reflection and mutual learning, 
transparency and openness for knowledge integration and an emerging and responsive 
design.   

Stakeholder diversity and inclusion 
Including a diversity of stakeholders with policy and science is considered a critical 
aspect for dealing with wicked problems (Cuppen, 2012a; Leventon et al., 2016). In 
literature, three rationales for stakeholder participation are generally distinguished 
(Fiorino, 1990; Scherhaufer, 2014; Stirling, 2008). The first is the instrumental 
rationale, which views the engagement of stakeholders during knowledge production 
as necessary for establishing impact. Its dominant reasoning is that by providing 
stakeholders insight and opportunity to provide input into the development of 
scientific findings, credibility, legitimacy and support for these findings are increased. 
The second rational is the normative, which holds that individuals have a right to 
participate and to have control over decisions that affect their lives. Engaging them 
with knowledge production processes is the right thing to do and has value in and of 
itself, regardless of the outcomes. Empowerment (of marginalised groups) is often a 
goal of the normative rationale. Thirdly, the substantive rationale assumes that 
stakeholder participation will advance the quality of the knowledge produced via the 
integration of various knowledges, values and ideas, leading to more socially robust 
knowledge. Stakeholders provide substantial and elemental input to advance the 
relevance and practicability of scientific findings for informing decision-making. 
Recently, Schmidt et al. (2020) have added a fourth rationale, namely that of social 
learning. This rationale holds that involving stakeholders stimulates processes of 
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social learning required to better understand and solve the complex issue at hand. 
Stakeholder inclusion is directed at bringing different stakeholders together to 
establish a network, trust and a shared understanding.  

Reflection and mutual learning 
The co-evolvement of the understanding of science and policy actors of a social-
ecological issue to jointly develop actionable knowledge is considered as one of 
knowledge co-production’s main aims. In other words, facilitating mutual learning 
processes between researchers from different discipline and non-scientific actors can 
be considered as one of its central features (Roux et al., 2017). Reflection and mutual 
learning are considered important proponents for the understanding of one another’s 
problem framing (also understood as social learning), which is widely believed to 
contribute to new insights and understandings (Cuppen, 2012a) and collective action 
(Walter et al., 2007). Also, knowledge co-production processes may inform 
experiential learning and learning-by-doing by encouraging recurrent reflection on 
how things are going (Lang et al., 2012).  

Transparency and openness for knowledge integration 
Knowledge integration is widely perceived as crucial means for co-producing action-
oriented solutions to complex problems (Hoffmann et al., 2017). It is understood to 
comprise both interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary (also involving non-scientific 
actors) knowledge integration. In order to integrate knowledge, there is argued for the 
involvement of all relevant actors (scientific and non-scientific) during all phases of the 
research process. Knowledge integration may be established by jointly defining the 
problem the research searches to address and by co-developing and conducting the 
research (Mauser et al., 2013). Through shared interpretation of the findings and 
drawing joint conclusions, different perspectives and ideas may be incorporated to 
ideally develop knowledge that is perceived of as relevant, legitimate and actionable 
through the eyes of all those involved.  

Responsive and emergent design 
Finally, processes of knowledge co-production feature a responsive and emergent 
design (Regeer & Bunders, 2009). Initially, its process (and, sometimes, also its goals) 
is more globally described, focusing on planning only the subsequent phase in more 
detail. As insights and experience increase – on the basis of observation and reflection 
– the following phase gains purpose and can subsequently be planned. Designing the 
process this way allows for research to be responsive to newly acquired knowledge as 
well as to contingencies due to unexpected (external) developments that affect the 
goal of the knowledge production process.  
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Knowledge co-production in policy evaluation 
These ideas on knowledge co-production and its features have found wide uptake in 
academic, commercial and policy settings alike. As touched upon previously, they 
resonate particularly in fields of policy science and public administration, illustrated by 
traditions such as DPA. However, as regards policy research approaches, common 
practice in most societies of the Global North is to predominantly focus on 
accountability and compliance, and on impact assessment based on pre-defined 
outcome criteria (Chouinard, 2013; Van Twist et al., 2015). This practice is rooted in 
NPM ideals and holds a technocratic and linear view on knowledge production and 
science-policy interactions. It is argued that, in the face of wicked problems which 
require reflexive governance and adaptive capacity, evaluation for accountability and 
compliance becomes meaningless (Van Twist et al., 2015). From the 1990s onwards, 
there has been called for participant-oriented and collaborative approaches to policy 
evaluation aimed at advancing policy learning in network settings that are fraught with 
uncertainty and complexity (Borrás & Højlund, 2015; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Patton, 
2010; Shulha et al., 2015). Scholars have additionally argued for policy evaluation 
approaches to include a system perspective to stimulate system transformation 
(Borrás & Laatsit, 2019; Moore et al., 2019) as well as a reflexive view, to advance the 
reflexivity of policy makers (and their policies) as regards their relationship to these 
systems (Arkesteijn et al., 2015; Botha et al., 2016; Regeer et al., 2009). Indeed, policy 
evaluation is considered increasingly paramount for informing reflexive learning in 
support of reflexive governance (Sanderson, 2002). Knowledge co-production and its 
features may thus also be recognised in new forms of policy evaluation. However, 
scholars have found that knowledge co-production in policy evaluation is faced with 
difficulties with putting its theoretical ideals to practice, as the predominant structures 
of science-policy systems are not always conducive to these ideals. In the following 
section, I further explore these difficulties. 

2.3 Understanding how to move from theory to practice 

Challenges with practising knowledge co-production in policy evaluation 
This thesis centres around exploring how theoretical ideals are put into practice and 
understanding how knowledge co-production is normalised in real-world settings. 
With the wide uptake of knowledge co-production in international science-policy 
arenas to address complex contemporary sustainability and environmental problems, 
the scholarly body of literature has proliferated with contributions aimed at theoretical 
and epistemological advancement (Regeer & Bunders, 2003; Scholz & Steiner, 2015a), 
assessing co-production’s long term, contingent and sometimes unintended effects, 
and demonstrating and explaining co-production’s societal impact (Walter et al., 2007; 
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Wiek et al., 2014). A significant part of the literature is dedicated to providing 
conceptual and methodological suggestions to further the quality and impact of co-
production processes (Bergmann et al., 2021; Jahn & Keil, 2015; Lang et al., 2012; 
Norström et al., 2020). In this vein, scholars have recently begun to point out a 
discrepancy between co-production’s theorised outcomes of actionable knowledge 
and societal transformation and the outcomes that are achieved in practice (which 
tend to be of a less transformative nature) (Flinders et al., 2016; Jagannathan et al., 
2020). It seems that in reality, actors who seek to enact knowledge co-production run 
into various challenges that make it difficult to put co-production’s theoretical ideals to 
practice.  

For instance, there is found that the instrumental rationale for stakeholder 
participation often gains prominence, a situation which is criticised for eliciting 
tokenistic stakeholder participation and undermining true democratisation of science 
(Wynne, 2006). Institutions may advertise the democratic character of their 
knowledge production process and the subsequent social robustness of their findings, 
while in reality they are not very interested in being responsive to alternative 
perspectives. Here, negative researcher bias towards the claims of stakeholders may 
form a profound barrier to open dialogue, as researchers tend to be in positions of 
power as regards how issues are framed in relation to stakeholders and citizens 
(Cuppen et al., 2009). Some scholars even report outright failures of co-production 
processes during which the status quo for marginalised groups was reinforced rather 
than transformed, as was the intention (Felt et al., 2016; Turnhout et al., 2020). 
Similarly, inter- and transdisciplinary knowledge integration arguably remains poorly 
understood and expertise on how to establish knowledge integration is found to be 
lacking (Bammer et al., 2020). Consequently, co-production processes run the risk of 
being mostly guided by prevailing power dynamics and serving the interests and 
beliefs of those of power, and less by democratic interactions for mutual learning and 
collaborative action.  

Explanations for the difficulties with attaining knowledge co-production’s proposed 
outcomes are found in societal, political, cultural and institutional structures that 
characterise the science-policy systems of societies in the Global North, and which 
privilege more traditional modes of knowledge production and respective science-
policy interactions (Felt et al., 2007; Flinders et al., 2016; Scholz & Steiner, 2015b). For 
instance, as regards policy evaluation, accountability and compliance have become 
institutionalised to an extent that the golden standards of evaluation are marked by 
objectivity and impartiality. At face value, such standards appear to debar more 
responsive and deliberative evaluation approaches. This has severe implications for 
their implementation, as from the perspective of accountability any form of interaction 
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may be understood as to undermine the credibility of its researchers (Chouinard, 
2013). In the face of such unconducive standards for what determines expertise, 
researchers are said to run the risk of defaulting into classical modes of knowledge 
production (Van der Hel, 2016), despite their ambition for co-production. Box 2.2 
provides some background information on the emergence of deliberative discourses 
on expertise in the Netherlands.  

Box 2.2 Technocratic and deliberative discourses on expertise in the Netherlands  
The trends discussed in Section 2.1 – the move from New Public Management (NPM) to New Public 
Governance (NPG) and reflexive governance, and the demise of scientific authority – have also 
affected how in the Netherlands science-policy interfaces are perceived and, consequently, how the 
expertise of knowledge institutes is valued. While under technocratic discourses their expertise 
remains largely unquestioned, more deliberative discourses on expertise have become more 
prominent in the past decennia (Van den Berg, 2016; Kunseler, 2017). This is for instance visible in the 
aforementioned rise of Deliberative Policy Analysis (DPA), an approach of Dutch origin geared 
towards modes of policy science that align to the increasingly networked styles of governance (Hajer 
& Wagenaar, 2003). Somewhat more recently, similar calls have been made for policy evaluation 
approaches that are public value-driven (Dutch: opgavegericht evalueren), meaning that the 
evaluation approach is tailored to fit to produce relevant knowledge of the policy issue and its 
characteristics (e.g., its levels of complexity and prevailing governance style) at hand (Van der Steen 
et al., 2018). Such developments are also witnessed in other countries, including Austria, Germany 
and the United States of America (Chouinard, 2013; Hermann et al., 2015; Reinecke, 2015), where 
science-policy interfaces are increasingly characterised by deliberation. Such interfaces are defined as 
‘social processes which encompass relations between scientists and other actors in the policy process, 
and which allow for exchanges, co-evolution, and joint construction of knowledge with the aim of 
enriching decision-making’ (Van den Hove, 2007:807). 

Within the Dutch science-policy system, there are currently three national public knowledge 
institutes that have a prominent position on the science-policy interface and draw the boundaries for 
political negotiations between policy actors and societal interest groups, and as such function as 
‘linesman of politics’. These are the so-called planning agencies (Dutch: planbureaus) (Halffman & 
Hoppe,  2005). These agencies – the CPB Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (Centraal 
Planbureau), the SCP Netherlands Institute for Social Research (Sociaal en Culturaal Planbureau) and 
the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy Assessment Agency (Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving) – 
are policy research agencies that conduct independent and scientific policy evaluations, outlook or 
foresight studies, and methodological and conceptual studies, to provide the national government 
with knowledge about the country’s current and future state, and the role of governmental policy 
therein. By neutral and unpartisan assessment of (potential) policy outcomes, they are portrayed as 
powerful institutes capable of disciplining policymakers into rational policy-making (Halffman, 2009; 
Kunseler, 2017).  

In the face of the above mentioned trends, the planning agencies are confronted with demands for 
more reflexive research. Nevertheless, they seem to remain hesitant towards deliberative modes of 
knowledge production, mostly sticking to traditional role distributions between science and policy 
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actors and holding scientific knowledge as primary source for scientific and societal advancement 
(Kunseler, 2017). Similar hesitation has been observed in German public knowledge institutes 
(Heinrichs, 2015) and is attributed to the concern that acknowledgement of the plural nature of 
knowledge and expertise will undermine the credibility and authority of policy researchers (Bijker et 
al., 2009). 

In this thesis, one particular planning agency is of interest: the PBL. More so than appears the case for 
the other agencies, the PBL has made explicit its ambition to innovate towards a more reflexive 
research practice to address the increasingly complex, multi-actor and multi-level character of the 
contemporary environmental policy issues the agency seeks to study. While this innovation is 
considered elemental to maintain the organisation’s credibility and legitimacy in the Dutch science-
policy system, it poses particular challenges for the organisation, as the methodologies and 
epistemologies, and technocratic discourse on which the organisational research practice is 
predominantly rooted, at face value appear incompatible with the more deliberative and 
participatory approaches embodied in reflexive research. This makes the PBL an especially opportune 
case to study processes of normalisation. In Section 3.3 I further expound on my decision to select the 
PBL as paradigmatic case. 
 

The challenges with practising co-production may be understood as the result of 
complex interactions between researchers who aspire co-production and the 
contextual structures – such as rules, norms, beliefs and customs – unconducive to co-
production they encounter in various settings. The ways researchers navigate these 
structures arguably affect the transformative potential of knowledge co-production 
processes (Wise et al., 2014). To advance the understanding of the challenges with 
practising co-production and how policy researchers navigate these, scholars have 
made the case for mobilising social theory and adopting a practice-based approach to 
implementing processes for knowledge co-production (West et al., 2019), which is 
discussed in the following section. 

Practice theory to advance understanding 
From the 1970s onward, ideas put forward by practice theorists such as Bourdieu 
(1977), Giddens, (1984) and Schatzki et al. (2001) have gained resonance to analyse 
social and organisational processes, ranging from phenomena such as governance, 
science, consumption, sports and language (Nicolini, 2012). While the landscape of 
theories of practice is considerable, with each variant having its own distinct features, 
these theories share a number of tenets that together provide a theoretical lens 
through which to consider the interactions between policy researchers and the (social) 
contexts in which they seek to practice co-production (Nicolini, 2012; Spaargaren et 
al., 2019). To start, part of the appeal of practice theories is that they propose to offer a 
remedy to dissolve enduring dichotomies – such as actor-system – that remain 
unsolved by other approaches to study social phenomena. Rather than setting agency 
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apart from contextual structures that exist in some reified, objective and sterile ‘out 
there’, these theories generally share a reflexive perspective on agency and structures. 
These are both perceived as being in flux and interconnected, and as continuously 
shaping and being shaped by one another (Arts et al., 2013). Such interactions occur in 
the dynamics of everyday practices, at the interface where human actors and 
structures inevitably meet. Adopting a practice view allows to appreciate policy 
researchers’ challenges with implementing co-production and the actions they take to 
address these from a reflexive perspective on their interactions with the structures 
they encounter.  

Second, practice theories hold that the study of social order should start with 
practices: practice comes first. It is argued that, to study human behaviour, a move 
away is required from research that focuses on isolated individuals, their intentions, 
motives and personal values, towards taking social practices as central units of 
analysis. What then, comprises a social practice? While many definitions are provided, 
the most cited (according to Spaargaren et al., 2019) is provided by Reckwitz 
(2002:249).  

‘A ‘practice’ ... is a routinised type of behaviour which consists of several elements, 
interconnected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, 
‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-
how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.'  

This implies that the focus of inquiry should not be on individual researchers’ personal 
opinions or outlooks on the roles of policy researchers and policy actors during 
knowledge production processes, but rather should be the doings and sayings of these 
actor groups to co-produce knowledge and the challenges and dilemmas they 
encounter while doing so.   

Thirdly, practice theories seek to pursue ‘the middle ground’ (Spaargaren et al., 2019:4) 
between subjectivist (i.e., foregrounding agency, personal values and human actions 
as the determinants that make up society) and objectivist (i.e., foregrounding systemic 
physical, social, political, juridical and biological structures as determinants for human 
action, and thereby society) understandings of social order. While practical activities 
are given precedence over rational decision making and explicitly subjective elements 
like personal motives, and while social practices are considered as routinised and 
automatic, this does not automatically mean that all doings and sayings come about 
non-discursively. For example, when new ideas enter into a practice they might 
disturb it, for instance when radical innovations or external developments like natural 
disasters deprive (parts of) the practice of meaning. Subsequently, practitioners may 
(temporarily) shift into a more discursive, reflexive and conscious mode of decision-
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making and acting, until a new status quo is attained – for the time being. As such, 
practices are continuously open to contestation, and therefore are by definition 
changeable. From this it follows that the implementation of co-production may be 
understood as a disturbance of research practice, prompted by the shift in how 
science-policy relations are understood and the emergence of post-truth discourses 
that diminish the political authority of science.   

Finally, and immediately related to the previous point, human actors’ discursive and 
reflexive mode of doing is defined by the very practices they stem from. That is to say, 
human actors’ capability to transform practices is bounded by the skills, competences, 
the sense of what is right or wrong and what is considered (un)acceptable and 
(in)appropriate, that are rooted in their respective practice. Scholars have referred to 
this phenomenon as ‘bounded agency’ or ‘bounded creativity’, underscoring that while 
agency structures practices, practices also structure agency. This implies that policy 
researchers who seek to practice co-production are bounded by institutionalised 
standards and protocols for policy research, as well as by societal and political 
expectations on the process and outcomes of their policy research. 

As regards knowledge co-production, there is one practice theory developed in the 
field of implementation science that offers particular potential for understanding the 
(lack of) normalisation of knowledge co-production: Normalisation Process Theory 
(May & Finch, 2009). In the following section, I expand on this specific theory and its 
merits.  

2.4 Introduction to Normalisation Process Theory 
Some 50 years ago, scholars started studying why some innovations succeed to 
become routinised and embedded into standard practice, while others do not. 
Scholars in education innovation conceptualised the implementation of such 
innovations as a process that occurs within a wider context that has a significant effect 
on whether the innovation finds uptake (Fullan & Pomfret, 1977; Havelock, 1970, 
1971; Huberman & Miles, 1984). May & Finch (2009) have built on this work to 
develop Normalisation Process Theory (NPT). NPT is a theory that focuses on the 
work that is done by involved actors to normalise a novel practice in contexts marked 
by complexity and emergence, developed to enhance understanding of how some 
practices become routinely embedded in everyday life. It has been developed in the 
field of implementation science and originally has been directed at providing a 
theoretical and practical lens to understand, guide and evaluate the normalisation of 
complex health interventions (Murray et al., 2010).  
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Since its origin, the theory has found uptake in numerous studies and has proven its 
value for understanding the complex dynamics of implementing and institutionalising 
new healthcare technologies or innovations, including e-health and telehealth, in 
complex social systems (May et al., 2018; McEvoy et al., 2014). As the authors 
emphasise, NPT is relevant not just within the field of healthcare but provides a 
theoretical and practical framework for investigating the normalisation of any material 
practice in its social setting (May & Finch, 2009).  

May & Finch (2009) favour the term normalisation over concepts such as 
institutionalisation and stabilisation, as both are perceived to focus on a ‘final stage’ of 
a process of implementation and adoption. The authors centralise normalisation as 
primary concept to emphasise the on-going, dynamic and emergent process by which 
practices are implemented, become routinely embedded and sustained (integrated) in 
everyday life. As I emphasised in Chapter 1, with normalisation I refer to a situation 
where a knowledge co-production has become just as normal as other policy research 
approaches, not to a situation where knowledge co-production has become the new 
normal and has subsumed all other approaches. I have chosen to follow May & Finch 
(2009) in adopting the term normalisation as it captures the complex and on-going 
dynamics between policy researchers and the (social) structures they encounter in 
different settings as they seek to practice co-production.  

NPT’s four core mechanisms 
NPT is a practice-based theory in the sense that it focuses on the actions of actors to 
implement, embed and integrate – normalise – a novel practice. The actions of actors 
to implement a practice centre around four non-linear generative mechanisms that are 
interdependent and may occur simultaneously: sense-making, engagement, enactment 
and appraisal. I attend to each of these mechanisms briefly (drawing on e.g., May, 
2015; May & Finch, 2009; Murray et al., 2010) and operationalise them from the 
perspective of normalising knowledge co-production.  

Sense-making work 
Sense-making work is directed at establishing coherence and encompasses actors’ 
actions to develop a shared understanding and invest meaning into knowledge co-
production. Shared understanding and meaning allow actors to act in concert in its 
enactment, as they share a basic view on its necessity and merit. Ways to establish 
coherence include differentiating co-production from other (established) knowledge 
production practices and specifying its particular features. Notably, for establishing 
coherence the meaning that is ascribed to co-production should not be externally 
defined or normatively imposed via top-down procedures, but rather becomes 
internalised within actors as they learn, share and experience its process.  
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Engagement work 
Engagement work aims to develop cognitive participation: the engagement, 
commitment and buy-in to co-production by actors beyond its original instigators. 
Engagement is relevant for co-production to find traction and for it to become 
initiated, as implementation depends upon actors acting in concert and organising 
themselves, and (material) support. It constitutes work that is directed at developing a 
‘community of practice’ that involves actors that are either directly involved with the 
knowledge co-production process or whose involvement is of a more symbolic nature, 
in the sense that it provides endorsement and support for co-production. A condition 
for engagement is legitimisation: that co-production is perceived as legitimate by a 
large enough community is essential for it to have viability within, amongst or instead 
of existing knowledge production practices. Consequently, whether engagement is 
developed is closely linked to the norms and conventions that reside within the 
contexts of implementation.  

Enactment work 
Enactment work consists of the collective action actors undertake to enact knowledge 
co-production.3 Such work comprises the operationalisation of co-production features 
in order for it to become workable within the intended context. It is thus concerned 
with matters of compatibility and the impact a co-production processes may have on 
established divisions of tasks, resources, responsibility and power amongst involved 
actors. Enactment work also involves the knowledge that is necessary to enact co-
production as it was intended, and the (extensive) training that may be required 
before they may implement it.  

Appraisal work 
Finally, appraisal work is intended to encourage reflexive monitoring4 of co-production 
processes and includes all actions to judge its added value and effectiveness over the 
course of its implementation. Such actions may take shape in the form of formal or 
informal appraisal and evaluation. It helps actors understand co-production’s 

 
 

 

3 Enactment work, or collective action, was originally referred to as Normalisation Process Model (NPM). It 
consists of four sub-elements (contextual integration, relational integration, interactional workability and 
skill set workability) and aims at explaining factors that affect actors’ collective behaviour to implement a 
practice. As it did not enhance understanding of why actors engaged or supported a new practice (or not) 
and how they valued it, NPM later became subsumed in NPT. For more details on NPM see May (2006). 
4 Not to be confused with Reflexive Monitoring in Action (van Mierlo et al., 2010), an approach for a type of 
monitoring that seeks to enhance the reflexivity of projects and programmes (and its initiators) that are 
directed at system innovation. 
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(dis)advantages and develops their understanding of its effects. In doing so, appraisal 
work especially may inform the other mechanisms as it feeds into the meaning actors 
ascribe to co-production, its perceived legitimacy and actors’ ideas on how it should 
be enacted to stay true to its original purpose.   

These four core mechanisms of NPT focus on the work actors do – or, the agency that 
they have – and constitutes what they contribute to enact knowledge co-production. 
This work, however, does not tell the whole story of how co-production may become 
normalised, as the work actors do is governed by the dynamic structures of the 
context in which it is introduced, as well as by co-production’s features, and how well 
these align to these contextual structures. I attend to these next.  

Elasticity, plasticity and readiness for change  
Contextual elasticity  
Specific settings or contexts constitute the dynamic environment in which practices 
are introduced and implemented. Such contexts comprise institutionalised normative 
and relational rules and conventions that shape the agency actors have for 
implementing a co-production, as they determine the social norms (institutionalised 
rules that govern actors’ behaviour) and social roles – (institutionalised identities and 
relationships which frame science-policy interactions) (May, 2013). Additionally, 
agency is determined by the material and cognitive resources that transpire within the 
contexts of implementation. This includes, for instance, access to infrastructures, 
information and knowledge that are required to enact co-production (ibid). 
Importantly, alike most practice theories, in NPT these contextual structures are not 
perceived as static but as continuously in flux. May et al. (2016) say that contextual 
structures have elasticity: they can be stretched or compressed to make space for co-
production features to allow them to fit. The higher the degree of elasticity, the less 
work (via the aforementioned mechanisms) actors have to do to enact knowledge co-
production.  

Plasticity of practice components  
Practices comprise various components or features that actors are required to 
mobilise and make operational in order to enact it. For instance, as discussed earlier, 
co-production’s key feature include stakeholder participation, knowledge integration 
and an responsive and emerging design. These features require operationalisation to 
be put to practice. May et al. (2016) argue how practices and their components have 
plasticity: they are malleable and can be modified to fit the contexts in which they are 
introduced. The higher the degree of plasticity, the more discretion actors have with 
operationalising co-production features to align to contextual structures. A certain 
degree of modification is generally required when new practices are introduced in 
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order for them to have workability and fit with prevailing social roles and norms. Here, 
however, scholars forewarn compromising the practice’s original intent by modifying 
the practice beyond the ‘zone of drastic mutation’ (Roitman & Mayer, 1982:3).  

 

Figure 2.1 Schematic overview of NPT’s core mechanisms and concepts to advance 
understanding of how knowledge co-production is practiced and becomes normalised (or not) in 
its context of implementation (after May & Finch, 2009; May, 2013 and May et al., 2016). 

Contextual readiness for change  
Finally, whether co-production may succeed to become standard practice depends 
upon the potential for its normalisation residing within the contexts of implementation. 
May (2013) says that this potential is determined by contextual readiness: the 
intention of individual actors to take part in co-production processes and their 
motivation to advance its normalisation, as well as the collective commitment of a 
community of actors to implement and advance co-production, despite possibly 
incongruent contextual norms and identities. This community shares the belief that 
the normalisation of co-production is possible and necessary. Such contextual 
readiness may be more or less prevalent prior to the introduction of knowledge co-
production, and may for instance be influenced by wider discourses on knowledge 
production processes and perspectives on science-policy interfaces. 
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With this thesis I aim to contribute insights that can help the advancement of reflexive 
research in incumbent science-policy systems of the global North. To this end, what 
happens when reflexive research theory meets real-world situations was studied by an 
in-depth and situated exploration of the process through which an emerging 
knowledge co-production practice in policy evaluation is normalised at the PBL 
Netherlands Environmental Policy Assessment Agency. This research aim translates 
into the following main research question: 

How does the process of normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy 
evaluation at the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy Assessment Agency take 
shape? 

In this chapter I describe the research design of this thesis. The main research 
approach and the decision for the PBL as a paradigmatic case are motivated, and the 
research sub-questions and methods to explore these questions are discussed. At the 
end of this chapter the validity of this research is considered.  

3.1 Practice-based approach 
The research I present in this thesis centres around the interactions between policy 
researchers who aspire knowledge co-production in policy evaluation and the (social) 
structures they encounter in the contexts of implementation that affect their practice. 
In Chapter 2 I made the case for a practice-based perspective to advance the 
understanding of these interactions. From the tenets that I introduced follow a couple 
of presumptions that guide the research on which this thesis is based: 

i. To start, to access the practice under study, practice comes first in my focus of 
analysis. This means that rather than inquiring after the personal opinions or 
ideals of individual policy researchers, I focus on their doings and sayings to 
implement knowledge co-production and to address the challenges they 
encounter in light of this. 

ii. Secondly, I presume that agency and structures are interconnected, and 
continuously shape and are shaped by one another. The actions of policy 
researchers to implement co-production affect the contextual (social) structures 
they encounter and vice versa: they co-evolve. 

iii. Third, I presume practices may be disturbed by internal or external 
developments, in response to which actors may shift from a routinised mode of 
decision-making and acting into a discursive one. Practices are thus changeable 
and in continuous evolution. I understand knowledge co-production as an 
innovation of PBL’s organisational research practice and as a response of policy 
researchers to external developments - i.e., the increasingly uncertain, 
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intractable, multi-actor and multi-level governance character of contemporary 
environmental and sustainability policy issues and their implications for PBL’s 
role and position in the science-policy system – that have disturbed it.  

iv. Finally, I presume that policy researchers who seek to adopt knowledge co-
production in their research projects are bounded by institutionalised 
organisational standards and protocols for policy research quality, as well as by 
societal and political expectations on the process and outcomes of their policy 
research that transpire in the wider contexts in which their projects occur. At the 
same time, by bumping up against these boundaries, I expect they also stretch 
these and thereby create space for innovation. 

Practice-oriented research is concerned with studying phenomena in their real-world 
setting. To do so, a naturalistic and interpretive approach is generally adopted, that 
includes methods which allow for ‘praxeologising’ (Spaargaren et al., 2019:2): 
obtaining a thick empirical understanding of the practice under study. Practice 
theorists argue that only by actively participating in the practice of inquiry may 
researchers develop a true practical understanding and access insider knowledge. 
Participant observation is a proven method to gain such knowledge (Schmidt, 2016). 
As opposed to the view in the social sciences that sees researchers as detached 
observers of social phenomena, which traditionally is more dominant, practice-
oriented research approaches comprise interpretive and collaborative work to access 
the challenges and dilemmas studied. As such, researchers may adopt a role of 
researcher-practitioner (Schön, 1983) and learn alongside other practitioners with and 
from their situated experiences. They thereby obtain a thick, in-depth understanding 
of the practice under study aimed at generating knowledge that simultaneously holds 
merit for the practice of interest, as for foundational or theory-building purposes 
(Candy, 2006). 

Researcher-practitioners become deeply engrained in the practice that they study; 
distance to this practice cannot be maintained, nor would be functional as it would 
obstruct the insider view that is searched for. Nevertheless, too much familiarisation 
with the practice and its constituents may compromise analytical distance. This does 
not necessarily presents a problem for the position of the researcher-practitioner, nor 
necessarily compromises her ability to conduct her research with the appropriate 
distance. But, in order for this to go well, it is vital she is able to adopt a self-reflective 
stance towards her own biases, identity and assumptions, and their potential 
implications for how these might affect how research is interpreted (Zuiderent-Jerak, 
2007). Yanow (2000) suggests that such a reflective stance is supported by the 
‘juxtaposition of the analyst’s “estrangement” from the analytic situation and her growing 
familiarity with that situation’ and the balancing act ‘between “stranger-ness and “insider-



Research design | 

45 | 
 

ness”’ (p:7). This balance is supported by moving in and out of the practice, for 
example, through working in research teams in which members (some of whom are 
not involved with the practice under study) challenge each other’s interpretations and 
normative standpoints, and through exercising (extended) peer review and installing 
(external) review committees.  

3.2 Empirical setting: the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy 
Assessment Agency 

As discussed previously (Box 2.2), the Dutch science-policy system currently includes 
three national public knowledge institutes with authority which reports get prominent 
attention by media and politics alike and are mostly accepted as an unquestioned 
representation of the state of affairs (Halffman, 2009). The function of these planning 
agencies is defined in the Protocol for the Policy Assessment Agencies (Dutch: 
Aanwijzingen voor de Planbureaus) (Staatscourant, 2012) which includes three core 
guiding principles: the agencies are to produce knowledge that holds relevance for 
strategic policymaking, that is based on current scientific standards and that is 
produced independently from everyday policy concerns. The rhetoric that underlies 
these guiding principles and their institutionalisation via the formal Protocol are 
illustrative of the technocratic-positivist paradigm under which the planning agencies 
have been established (Kunseler, 2017). 

In this thesis, one particular planning agency is of interest: the PBL, which I propose as  
paradigmatic case (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The PBL is an organisation that performs a role 
in linking science and policy decision-making: it is a boundary organisation operating 
on the Dutch environmental science-policy interface. For boundary organisation to 
maintain societal and political legitimacy and credibility, they must continuously adapt 
to changes in their wider social and political contexts, while at the same time 
managing to align both to policy actors’ knowledge demands and the latest scientific 
standards (Pesch et al., 2012; Pielke, 2007). They are thus profoundly bounded by 
their social, political and scientific contexts. As such, the PBL finds itself in a 
somewhat paradoxical situation in which it has the ambition to innovate towards more 
reflexive modes of research to better address wicked and intractable socio-
environmental problems, while at the same time the organisation cannot elude more 
traditional expectations on the role and function of policy researchers that reside in its 
societal and political context. This makes them of particular interest to study the 
interactions between policy researchers who seek to innovate their research practice 
and these contexts. I assume that this thesis’ inquiry into the normalisation of 
knowledge co-production for policy evaluation at the PBL has relevance for other 
(environmental) boundary organisations with similar aspirations and position.  
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In this section I introduce the PBL and its aim to normalise co-production into its 
organisational research practice, and motivate my decision to select it as primary case 
in this thesis’ research.   

An introduction to the PBL and its ambition for normalising knowledge 
co-production 
PBL describes itself as the national institute for strategic policy analysis in the fields of 
the environment, nature and spatial planning. The organisation strives to contribute to 
‘improving the quality of political and administrative decision-making by conducting outlook 
studies, analyses and evaluation in which an integrative approach is considered paramount’ 
(PBL, 2019). It was created in 2008 as result of a merger between the MNP 
Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (Dutch: Milieu- en Natuurplanbureau) 
and the RPB Netherlands Institute for Spatial Research (Ruimtelijk planbureau). 
Organisationally, the PBL is part of the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water 
Management (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat), which is also the institute’s 
primary principal (although other ministries may also commission the PBL to conduct 
research in its fields of interest). Most of the organisation’s research is government 
funded, supplemented with (international) research funding. Although the PBL 
technically falls under the authority of the Ministry, as mentioned earlier, PBL’s status 
as independent, autonomous research institute is secured in the Protocol for the 
Policy Assessment Agencies (Government Gazette, 2012) and, as witnessed by the 
organisations’ mission and vision statements (PBL, 2017a; 2017b), this independent 
and autonomous status is a hallmark of PBL’s self-image. 

In the PBL Vision 2025 (2017b) (and also addressed in the organisation’s external 
inspection in 2017; Knottnerus et al., 2017) it is argued that various external 
developments demand new organisational orientations and an organisational 
‘transition’. These developments include processes of globalisation, Europeanisation, 
decentralisation and horizontalisation which have led to increasingly multi-level and 
multi-actor governance configurations. Accompanied by the progressive complexity of 
contemporary environmental issues, due to the interwovenness of social-economic 
and ecological aspects at multiple levels and scales, these issues more and more 
demand policies that are directed at societal ‘innovation and transformation’. The 
vision statement additionally identifies post-truth discourses and the deterioration of 
public authority as important developments not just for governments, but also for the 
credibility, and perceived independence and trustworthiness of knowledge institutes. 
To address these developments, in the statement it is argued that innovation towards 
a practice of reflexive research is elemental in order to retain credibility and authority 
as national knowledge institute, and the PBL’s ambition for more transdisciplinary, 
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deliberative and interpretative modes of research geared towards knowledge co-
production is made explicit.  

While the ambition for a more reflexive research practice was pronounced relatively 
recent and gained momentum with the initiation of several large-scale policy 
evaluation projects in which knowledge co-production was the central approach, the 
organisation’s strive to practise co-production knows a longer history which has been 
studied empirically in the past (including Hage et al., 2010; Huitema & Turnhout, 
2009; Kunseler, 2017; Pesch et al., 2012; Petersen et al., 2011). These studies have in 
common that they display the organisation’s search for dealing with the external 
developments discussed earlier, given its own positivist-technocratic orientation. This 
search has resulted in the increasing adoption of knowledge co-production 
approaches and stakeholder participation to reflexively attend to the uncertainty that 
underlies environmental knowledge, and to enhance its legitimacy and quality (which 
led to the development of the Guidance for Stakeholder Participation, Dutch: Leidraad 
voor stakeholderparticipatie; Hage & Leroy, 2007). Despite the ambitions for knowledge 
co-production, it was found that concerns regarding PBL’s independent status and the 
risk of getting snared in political power-play  – as well as little trust in stakeholders’ 
intentions regarding integer use of preliminary findings – led to instrumental rather 
than substantial participation in which stakeholders were consulted rather than 
involved as active research partners (Hage et al., 2010). Other scholars brought to 
light diverse dilemmas raised by PBL researchers on knowledge co-production, such 
as how to adequately balance distance from and engagement with policy actors, and 
the question whether stakeholders advance or rather deteriorate the scientific quality 
of research (Kunseler & Tuinstra, 2017). What the various studies on the PBL share is 
that they illustrate the bounded agency of its policy researchers. While they may seek 
to tailor their research approach to the characteristics of the environmental policy 
issue at hand, they cannot escape the societal and political institutionalised 
expectations regarding the conduct and outcomes of policy research, and risk losing 
credibility and authority in the eyes of the public. As Kunseler (2017) also points out, it 
appears that the innovation towards a reflexive research practice cannot happen 
overnight.  

Motivation for the PBL as paradigmatic case 
My decision for the PBL as paradigmatic case is motivated by the organisation’s 
explicit ambition to practise reflexive research, and its search for methodological 
innovation towards knowledge co-production and associated deliberative and 
interpretive policy research approaches. As this organisational ‘innovation’ has been 
well studied in the past, this allows me to build upon earlier scholarly work on the 
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organisation’s dilemmas with practising co-production and interpret these from a 
practice-based perspective.  

Furthermore, the principle aim of studying practice is obtaining a thick empirical 
understanding of the practice under study which allegedly may only be obtained by 
active participation (Schmidt, 2016). Choosing the PBL allowed me to adopt a role of 
researcher-practitioner and access insider knowledge as I intermittently worked at the 
PBL in various research projects over the course of my studies. First, as parttime 
posted worker in 2017-2018, and from 2019 onwards as employee, which I combined 
with my work at the university (0.8 fulltime equivalent (FTE)/0.2 FTE, resp.). At the 
PBL, I was involved with a number of projects in which a co-production approach was 
adopted. In addition, I was tasked with supporting the professionalising and 
embedding of reflexive research within the organisation. This provided me with a 
‘view from the trenches’, and allowed me to experience the practical concerns of 
researchers with enacting co-production first hand. As novel PBL employee I was 
submitted to a social process of learning about the organisations’ normative 
orientations and its policy researchers’ varying perspectives on what counts as 
legitimate and appropriate policy research. As Nicolini (2012) argues, as novices 
undergo a process of socialisation during which they are explained and shown how to 
conduct a practice, following novices is a particular useful exercise to study practice 
and its underlying logic. During the work this thesis describes and discusses, I was 
such a novice myself. Selecting the PBL as primary case allowed me to gain access to 
doings and sayings that might otherwise have remained invisible or obscure. 

3.3 Research questions and methods  
The main research question is addressed through four research sub-questions that 
concern different aspects of the normalisation of knowledge co-production, i.e., the 
challenges policy researchers experience with practising and normalising knowledge 
co-production (sub-question 1) and the activities they undertake to address these (sub-
question 2), the role of contextual developments on the normalisation of co-
production (sub-question 3) and the potential of reflexive monitoring to support the 
normalisation of co-production (sub-question 4). To answer the sub-questions, a total 
of four studies were conducted over the course of 2015-2021. I will discuss each of the 
studies and the respective research methods in this section. I attend to the four 
research sub-questions in the five chapters of this thesis (see Table 3.1). 
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The first two research sub-questions are:  

Sub-question 1: What challenges do policy researchers experience with the 
implementation and normalisation of knowledge co-production and how may these 
be understood? 

Sub-question 2: What activities do policy researchers undertake to address these 
challenges, and what do these imply for the normalisation of knowledge co-
production? 

To address these questions, two studies were conducted. The first study concerns a 
single case study of the Natuurpact (NP) research project’s first cycle (2014-2017) 
(Box 3.1), a project during which a reflexive evaluation approach was adopted. The 
first study aimed to bring to light the challenges the project team experienced with 
knowledge co-production in policy evaluation and the activities they undertook to 
address these (or not). The PBL had commissioned researchers from the Athena 
Institute (VU University Amsterdam) – of whom I was one – to support their 
undertaking, because of the Athena Institute’s expertise in deliberative research, 
reflexive monitoring and knowledge co-production. We took on roles of reflexive 
monitors to help the Natuurpact project team develop capacity for co-production and 
guide them in the process. Our roles were based on Reflexive Monitoring in Action, an 
interactive and action-oriented methodology for monitoring complex projects that aim 
to contribute to sustainable system innovation in the context of wicked problems (Van 
Mierlo et al., 2010). As such, we took part in project meetings, provided input for the 
research’s design, helped design and facilitate multi-stakeholder workshops and 
reflected upon the project team’s decisions to support them with developing co-
production’s key features in practice. As reflexive monitor, I also made participant 
observations which I recorded in field notes. In addition, 17 in-depth semi-structured 
interviews were held with members of the project team at the start, after the first year 
and after the first cycle (2014-2017) had concluded. The study brought to light 
different understandings within the team and within the PBL organisation of what 
constitutes ‘good’ policy research quality and impact, which had implications for how 
knowledge co-production was operationalised (published in a research report, 
Verwoerd et al., 2019).  
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Box 3.1 The Natuurpact reflexive evaluation  
In 2014, PBL was commissioned to conduct a longitudinal national policy evaluation of the 
Natuurpact agreement (2013). The pact finalised the decentralisation of nature policy to 
the 12 Dutch provinces and was signed by the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food 
Quality (Dutch: Landbouw, Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit; LNV) and provincial governments 
(represented by the Interprovincial Council (Dutch: Interprovinciaal Overleg; IPO), and 
developed in close interaction with several societal organisations (including the Forestry 
Commission (Dutch: Staatsbosbeheer) and the Dutch Society for Nature Conservation 
(Dutch: Natuurmonumenten)). In the pact there was agreed upon nature policy ambitions 
which include halting biodiversity decline, increasing societal engagement with nature and 
strengthening the relationship between nature and economy. These ambitions were 
agreed to be attained by 2027. It was also recorded that, in parallel to the programme, PBL 
will conduct a policy evaluation directed at mutual learning to increase the impact of 
nature policy, executed in consecutive three-yearly cycles. So far, the first (2014-2017) and 
second (2018-2020) cycle have been concluded (PBL & WUR, 2017, 2020). Given nature 
policy’s decentralised and increasingly networked character and the social-economic and 
ecological aspects of its ambitions, PBL and partner organisation Wageningen University & 
Research (WUR), together with national and provincial governments, decided upon a 
reflexive, participatory evaluation approach aimed at knowledge co-production. Under the 
header of ‘reflexive evaluation’ (Dutch: lerende evaluatie) it was argued that this approach 
would enhance the quality, usability and impact of the evaluation findings. Although hardly 
PBL’s first endeavour regarding reflexive research (Section 3.3), the Natuurpact research 
project was the first policy evaluation of its scale, duration and profile that fully adopted a 
knowledge co-production approach. It provided a welcome opportunity for the 
organisation to further its reflexive aspirations.   

The Natuurpact research project has provided the empirical setting in which much of the 
research in this thesis took place and has allowed me study first-hand how knowledge co-
production was practised and normalised in context of an individual longitudinal research 
project. 
 

In 2018 (the Natuurpact’s second cycle had already started), PBL was commissioned 
for two more policy evaluations of large-scale national policy programmes, for which a 
knowledge co-production approach was deemed called for: the Vibrant Rural Areas 
(VRA) reflexive evaluation and the Regional Deals (RD) reflexive research programme 
(Box 3.2 and 3.3, respectively). This provided an opportunity for a comparative case 
study approach which could further our findings from the first study and test whether 
these findings were typical to the Natuurpact research project’s first cycle, or 
applicable to other co-production projects too. For this second study, data was 
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collected by our involvement in the three projects (and by my general position at the 
PBL) as participant observers. In addition to our field notes, we conducted a 
document analysis of the projects’ proposals and deliverables and nine in-depth semi-
structured interviews were held with project leaders, members of the project teams 
and one supervisor, to improve insight into the challenges and barriers the teams 
experienced with practising co-production and how these were addressed (or not). 
Furthermore, focus group discussions were held with each project team to deepen our 
understanding on how decisions for how knowledge co-production was practised 
were made. Finally, a reflection session was hosted with all project teams combined, 
including other interested PBL colleagues, to further discuss the state of PBL’s 
knowledge co-production practice and its barriers to further professionalisation and 
normalisation within the institute. As for the first study, the second gave answer to the 
first two research questions, albeit more in-depth. Specifically, the second study gave 
answer to the sub-research question 2’s second part: the implications of challenges 
and actions for normalisation of knowledge co-production within the organisation. 
The findings of the second study were published in Verwoerd et al. (2021).  

Box 3.2 The Inter-Administrative Programme Vibrant Rural Areas reflexive 
evaluation  
The Inter-Administrative Programme Vibrant Rural Areas (2018-2021) (Dutch: 
Interbestuurlijk Programma Vitaal Platteland, IBP VP), aimed at advancing inter-
administrative collaboration and instigating a transition towards a more ‘vibrant’ Dutch 
countryside. Its initiators – LNV, IPO, the Association of Dutch municipalities (Dutch: 
Vereniging der Nederlandse Gemeenten; VNG) and the Union of Water Boards (Dutch: Unie 
van Waterschappen, UvW) – had commissioned the PBL to conduct a research project 
directed at policy learning in support of the programme’s aims of advancing inter-
administrative collaboration and agricultural transition. With the Athena Institute once 
again as partner, the respective project team adopted a co-production approach directed 
at transformative learning. During this project, I was less directly involved due to my 
activities in the Natuurpact research project and another national policy programme PBL 
was commissioned to study: the Regional Deals programme.  
 

Chapter 4 and 5 (and parts of Chapter 8) reflect on the first two research sub-
questions. Chapter 4 gives an account of how the NP project team operationalised 
features of knowledge co-production and seeks to explain the decisions that were 
made by showing how the team navigated two differing institutional logics – the 
modernist and reflexive – on policy research. Chapter 5 continues with these 
observations and has particular attention for normative and relational structures that 
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were encountered by the NP, VRA and RD project teams and how they sought to align 
to these structures to develop space for their co-production. 

Box 3.3 The Regional Deals for advancing regional wellbeing reflexive research 
programme 
The Regional Deals policy programme for advancing regional wellbeing (2018-2021) had the 
ambition of enhancing the wellbeing in Dutch regions (Dutch: regionale brede welvaart) by 
closing so-called ‘Regional Deals’. These Deals were focused on forging partnerships 
between national government and regions, represented by regional actors that include 
local governments, societal organisations, industry and businesses. LNV had commissioned 
the PBL to design and conduct a research project to run in parallel to the Regional Deals’ 
execution and to inform the programme with relevant knowledge on policy for regional 
wellbeing. Once more, a co-production approach was adopted by the respective project 
team to inform the learning processes of involved actors with both theoretical and practical 
knowledge. Via my position at the PBL, I was involved in the Regional Deals research 
programme to support the co-production approach, design and facilitate multi-stakeholder 
workshops and to study the policy learning capacity of the actors that constituted the 
networked governance constellation manifest in the Regional Deals programme (my 
colleagues of the Athena Institute were not otherwise involved with this case).  
 

The third research sub-question pertains to contextual developments and how these 
affect the normalisation of knowledge co-production: 

Sub-question 3: How do developments in the organisational and policy contexts 
affect the normalisation of knowledge co-production?  

As part of our role as reflexive monitors, the Athena Institute was commissioned by 
the PBL to conduct an impact assessment of the NP research project’s impact, with 
particular attention for its co-production approach, both after its first and second 
cycle. The third study is based on the impact assessment of its second cycle (I turn 
to our assessment of the first cycle shortly). We focused on policy researchers’ and 
actors’ views on what should constitute impact of policy evaluation and how they 
valued a knowledge co-production approach in light of this. Next to the participant 
observations that were made over the course of the project, we conducted a 
document analysis that included the project proposal and final report, minutes of 
meetings between the project team and formal commissioners, interview transcripts, 
and parliamentary papers that regarded the NP research project. A survey was 
conducted amongst the policy actors who had participated with the project to gain 
insight in their experiences and perspectives on the project’s impact and quality. In 
addition, 15 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants 
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ranging from national and provincial policy actors to societal organisations, and from 
more executive to strategic managerial levels. The interviews were followed by two 
focus groups during which national and provincial policy actors, societal organisations 
and the research project leaders participated, and which were directed at deepening 
our understanding and developing shared recommendations for how to improve the 
NP research’s co-production approach and policy impact. The conclusions of this 
review were published in Brouwers et al. (2021).  

Chapter 6 and parts of Chapter 5 attend to this research question. Chapter 6 
reflects on the effects of  policy and societal actors’ views on the impact of the 
Natuurpact research project and their valuation of its reflexive approach for the design 
and implementation of the research project. It discusses how extrinsic political 
developments affect policy and societal actors knowledge demands and what this 
implies for the normalisation of knowledge co-production. Chapter 5 discusses 
(un)conducive organisational developments and their importance for normalising 
knowledge co-production.  

The fourth research sub-question concerns reflections on our own role as reflexive 
monitors during the Natuurpact research project. The fourth sub-question is as 
follows:  

Sub-question 4: How may reflexive monitoring support the normalisation of 
knowledge co-production? 

The fourth study includes a theoretical exploration of the potential of reflexive 
monitoring for supporting the implementation and normalisation of knowledge co-
production in research projects, and an empirical exploration in which we put these 
ideas to practice. It is based on our experiences as reflexive monitors during the first 
cycle of the NP research project and our impact assessment of this cycle. In addition 
to our field notes, we conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with 11 national 
and provincial policy actors and societal organisations that had participated, followed 
by a focus group discussion with a formal working group comprised of 12 provincial 
nature policy actors who had actively collaborated with the project team over the 
course of the NP project. The interviews and the focus group were directed at 
obtaining their view on the impact of the project and on the features of the co-
production approach attributable to this. Also, transcripts of multi-stakeholder 
workshops and interviews that were held in light of the NP research project were 
analysed, as were formal project documents, including the project’s proposal and final 
report and (provincial) policy documents. This led to a review report on the 
perspectives of the policy actors who participated with the co-production process on 



Research design | 

55 | 
 

its impact and quality, which included recommendations for the improvement of the 
co-production approach for the project’s second cycle (Verwoerd et al., 2017). 

Chapters 7 and 8 both contribute to answering the fourth sub-question. Chapter 7 
does so from a more conceptual-theoretical perspective. In this chapter we discuss the 
potential of reflexive monitoring to simultaneously promote and asses knowledge co-
production projects. In Chapter 8 we put our hypotheses to the test. It presents a 
similar discussion, but is more explicitly grounded in the empirical material that was 
collected during the Natuurpact research project.  

3.4 Research validity 
Being embedded as a researcher-practitioner in the practice reflected upon in this 
thesis enabled me to experience the challenges and dilemmas researchers face when 
attempting to normalise reflexive research. This allowed for a deep and acute 
understanding of this practice – arguably more so than could have been reached when 
observing the practice from an outsider’s perspective. Simultaneously, such close 
proximity to the object of research also presents potential risks for the validity of the 
research, especially regarding researcher bias. Keeping a wide breadth of interpretive 
possibilities may be difficult when an organisation, its researchers and research 
projects have become so familiar. To remedy this and to maximise research validity, 
various strategies were adopted.  

To start, triangulation of research methods was applied to buttress validity and to help 
ensure that biases that may arise from use of a single method, source or researcher 
are overcome (Carter et al., 2014; Noble & Heale, 2019). The central notion of 
triangulation is that methods, sources and researchers that lead to the same results 
enhance the validity of the findings. The research methods that were employed 
included combinations of participant observations, document analyses, surveys, 
interviews and focus group discussions. Combining various methods allowed me to 
benefit from their individual strengths, while guarding against potential bias caused by 
their individual weaknesses. In addition, researcher triangulation was applied; each 
study was conducted in a team of three researchers or more, all of whom were 
actively engaged with the empirical context of the study and who collaborated on the 
study’s design, execution, and reporting, while not all always were similarly embedded 
in the practices at hand.   

In addition to triangulation, a self-reflective stance was pursued by various activities to 
enhance reflexivity. To start, the teams involved with the various studies were 
expanded with researchers who had not been previously involved with the study nor 
its empirical context, and who functioned as so-called ‘critical friends’ (Schuijer, 2020; 
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Van der Meij, 2017). These critical friends were tasked with asking ‘naïve’ yet critical 
questions regarding the study’s design, conduct, analysis and conclusions, and 
bringing in fresh theoretical and/or societal perspectives. Furthermore, as a team of 
researchers, we frequently and deliberatively reflected upon our own standpoints and 
normative positions regarding the studies’ outcomes, and how these could potentially 
affect the ways in which we interpreted the findings. We challenged each other’s 
interpretations, putting assumptions to the test and formulating alternative 
hypotheses. For studies one and four (which concerned assessments of the policy 
impact of the Natuurpact research project) reflexivity was further enhanced by 
appointing external review committees that comprised scholars in fields of reflexive 
governance and reflexive policy analysis who critically reviewed the process and 
outcomes of our studies.  

Finally, we sought to guard internal validity through member checks (Birt et al., 2016; 
Lincoln & Guba, 1985), formally with all respondents by asking their feedback on our 
interpretations of the interviews, focus group discussions or workshops, but also in 
less formal settings for instance with PBL researchers by discussing whether our 
interpretation of occurrences corresponded to their views. While we held prerogative 
over the studies’ findings and conclusions, their feedback was taken seriously and 
provided valuable information to us as regards their experiences and perspectives on 
co-production and its normalisation within the organisation.  

3.5 Outline of this thesis 
This thesis continues as follows: in Chapters 4 to 8 I present the findings of the 
studies I described above. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the emerging practice of 
knowledge co-production in policy evaluation at the PBL. Chapter 4 discusses the 
challenges and dilemmas with practising knowledge co-production in policy 
evaluation as experienced by the NP research project team during its first cycle (2014-
2017), paying particular attention to how institutional logics play a role in guiding 
research practice and what this implies for normalisation. Chapter 5 continues this 
discussion in light of a multiple case study (which includes the NP project’s second 
cycle (2018-2020), and the VRA and RD projects) and explores more in-depth the type 
of activities that policy researchers undertake to negotiate space for their aspired co-
production approach, as well as the conducive developments for normalisation in the 
projects’ organisational context. Chapters 6 delves into how the impact of knowledge 
co-production in evaluation is understood and appreciated in the eyes of involved 
policy researchers, and policy and societal actors, and how this affects their view on 
the legitimacy of knowledge co-production. Chapter 7 presents a theoretical 
exploration for the potential of Reflexive Monitoring in Action to promote and assess 
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knowledge co-production. This discussion is furthered in Chapter 8 in which this 
potential is empirically explored by reflecting upon the merit of our role as reflexive 
monitors during the NP research project’s first cycle. 



 

  
 

 

 



 

 
 

4 | NAVIGATING LOGICS ON POLICY 
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Abstract 
The first empirical chapter discusses this thesis’ study of the Natuurpact research project’s 
starter cycle (2014-2017). Positioned in the discourse on reflexive evaluation aimed at 
societal change and sustainable development, this chapter reflects upon the first two 
research sub-questions regarding the challenges policy researchers experience with 
knowledge co-production in evaluation – i.e., reflexive evaluation – and the actions they 
undertake to address these.  

To advance understanding of the challenges policy researchers encounter when seeking to 
practise reflexive evaluation, the chapter takes as point of departure the prevalence of two 
ideal-typical institutional logics that feature in policy research – the modernist and the 
reflexive logic – that guide policy practices in many countries in the Global North. While 
hybrid evaluation practices are increasingly common, modernist evaluation logics that 
focus on performance management continue to be privileged, hampering the normalisation 
of (more) reflexive logics revolving around system change. Normalisation Process Theory 
(NPT) is used to analyse the activities the research project team of the PBL Natuurpact 
reflexive evaluation’s first cycle (2014-2017) undertook to accomplish alignment between 
the prevailing modernist and the proposed reflexive logics. Ad hoc alignment strategies 
and insufficient investment in mutual sensemaking regarding reflexive evaluation are found 
to hinder normalisation. It is argued that alignment requires that legitimacy for reflexive 
evaluation is developed in the context of application, while guarding the integrity of its 
(theoretical) ideals. The chapter concludes by reflecting on the use of NPT for studying the 
normalisation of reflexive evaluation.  

The findings in this chapter provided important input for the study presented in the 
following chapter, in which concepts such as legitimacy and integrity, and the actions 
policy researchers undertake to navigate these concepts, are explored empirically and 
more in-depth in a comparative case study.  
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4.1 Introduction 
Contemporary policy processes increasingly occur in complex, multi-actor and multi-
level governance contexts. This has led to a proliferation of views on the purposes and 
roles of policy evaluation and suiting approaches and methodologies. Evaluation 
literature often distinguishes schools in policy evaluation along the lines of ‘modern’ 
versus ‘post-modern’ science (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993), ‘technical’ versus 
‘deliberative’ models (Owens et al., 2004), ‘technocratic’ versus ‘participatory’ 
approaches (Chouinard, 2013) or ‘modernist’ versus ‘reflexive’ logics (Kunseler & 
Vasileiadou, 2016). We endorse the rejection of such distinctions as being overly rigid, 
siding with scholars who point out a trend in evaluation practices towards a tailored 
choice of functions, methodologies and tools in which elements of allegedly opposed 
schools are combined (see, for example, Green et al., 2015; Van Hemelrijck & Guijt, 
2016). However, evaluation practices can hardly be expected to be free from the 
influence of institutional, political and societal conventions and preferences, and we 
observe that there are often limits to the extent to which evaluations can be tailored to 
the policy issue at hand. This is attested by the factual existence of hybrid evaluation 
practices that manifest a continued privileging of so-called modernist evaluation 
approaches in many Western countries (Chouinard, 2013; Fitzpatrick et al., 2008) 
– i.e., evaluations largely based on assumptions about the linearity of policy processes, 
emphasising objectivity, accountability and performance management (Nieminen & 
Hyytinen, 2015) at the cost of, e.g., inclusivity, usefulness or learning. 

As the (older) modernist knowledge tradition has provided the technocratic script for 
the science–policy interface for decades, norms and conventions describing the 
appropriate function and form of evaluations often derive from modernist foundations. 
Policy researchers are hence faced with a dilemma: in seeking ways to adequately 
inform policy processes and to address complex societal problems, they are drawn 
towards more systemic and reflexive evaluation approaches, while simultaneously not 
being able to entirely elude historically entrenched organisational, political and 
societal expectations of modernist approaches to policy evaluation.  

This paper explores an attempt by evaluators from the Netherlands Environmental 
Assessment Agency (PBL), with a longstanding modernist tradition of policy 
evaluation, to normalise a more reflexive evaluation practice. To do so, we adopt a 
practice-perspective and combine the concept of institutional logics (Berg Johansen, 
2017; Friedland & Alford, 1991) with Normalisation Process Theory (NPT), a theory 
developed for studying the normalisation of innovations of organisational practice 
(May & Finch, 2009). Our case comprises a series of steps in the process of 
normalising a novel approach to evaluation which was manifest both in the 
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organisational context of PBL, and in context of the nature policy program that was 
evaluated. We specifically focus on what normalisation of a reflexive evaluation 
practice entails when undertaken in contexts more readily amenable to so-called 
modernist evaluation logics. What we find is that this process of normalisation is best 
described as a trajectory in which evaluators continuously negotiate and navigate 
between two different logics, modernist and reflexive.  

4.2 Background 

‘Logics’ of evaluation and their implications  
Contemporary societal issues, including climate change, global poverty, and loss of 
natural resources, are increasingly understood as complex or wicked (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973) societal problems. These require reconsideration of (in)formal rules, 
dominant ways of thinking and doing, problem solving and resource management, as 
these are in many ways part of the problem (Beck et al., 1994). Scholars have made a 
case for adopting a systems approach in the governance of these problems (e.g., 
Geels, 2004) and it is argued that such approaches should include a ‘reflexive 
perspective’ as well. This means that things that are usually taken for granted are 
scrutinised in ways that challenge their historically grown self-evidence, thereby 
creating possibilities for system change (Loeber et al., 2007:84). To support the design 
and analysis of policy or interventions for system change towards sustainable 
development, evaluation approaches have emerged that also include such a reflexive 
perspective (e.g., Van Mierlo et al., 2010).  

Reflexive evaluation diverges from modernist evaluations, which in their essence 
present an instrumental tool for warranting accountability and compliance. Following 
a linear inputs-outcome-outputs-impact framework, such approaches tend to overlook 
complexity (Nieminen & Hyytinen, 2015) and fall short in drawing attention to 
systemic properties that delimit the issue at hand (Arkesteijn et al., 2015). Modernist 
evaluation logics seem to dominate policy and program evaluation practices of many 
Western countries (Chouinard, 2013; Fitzpatrick et al., 2008; Nieminen & Hyytinen, 
2015), despite rising calls in academic literature for more complexity-oriented and 
reflexive evaluation in research and attempts to do so in practice (Patton, 2010; Van 
Mierlo et al., 2010).  

To gain understanding in the limited uptake of reflexive evaluation we draw 
inspiration from social practice theorists, including Giddens (1984), Schatzki (2002) 
and Shove (2010). Rather than individual people and institutions and their opinions or 
intentions, or the surrounding social structures, we take practice itself as the basis 
focus of inquiry: the observable, collective and organised behaviours and actions that 
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people purposively and routinely perform and consider to be ‘normal’ ways of doing 
(Nicolini, 2012; Reckwitz, 2002). In this view, the limited uptake of reflexive evaluation 
approaches is  not seen as the result of individuals’ intentions or beliefs being 
hampered by contextual barriers, but as a manifestation of institutionalised social 
practices (Warde, 2005). Scholars have argued that different evaluation practices can 
be viewed as the material embodiment of different ‘institutional logics’ (Dahler-Larsen 
& Schwandt, 2012; Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016), which can broadly be understood 
as sets “of material practices and symbolic constructions [that] constitute organising 
principles” (Friedland & Alford, 1991:248) within particular institutions. Such logics 
operate as behavioural guidance, as they supply actors with the ‘rules of the game’ 
(Jones et al., 2015). These logics are not static but are practiced and shaped at nested, 
interacting levels: amongst individuals and teams within organisations, at the 
organisational level and within their wider societal context. Scholars have 
demonstrated how – sometimes contradictory – institutional logics may be at play and 
create friction, giving rise to plurality and potential space for institutional change, and 
the emergence or development of novel practices (Berg Johansen, 2017).  

Scholars have rejected an empirically discernible dichotomy between modernist and 
reflexive evaluation approaches (or, e.g., ‘modern’ versus ‘post-modern’ science; 
Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993) and have pointed out that such schools are rarely 
practiced in their pure form (Owens et al., 2004; Vaidya & Mayer, 2014). Indeed, 
theoretical understandings of evaluation are often equally hybrid, such as Beck et al.’s 
(1994) ideal of reflexive modernisation which predominantly veers towards the 
reflexive side of the spectrum but which also contains modernist elements. While we 
endorse this view, for the purpose of this study we distinguish between a modernist 
and a reflexive institutional logic of evaluation, each observable in the enactment of 
distinctive material practices and the discursive and non-discursive traces of 
complexes of beliefs, norms and rules about what evaluation is, ‘should do’, and how 
this is best achieved (Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016). We propose to understand these 
logics as useful, though overstated, generalisations, much like Weberian ‘ideal-types’ 
(Shils & Finch, 1949), to conceptualise the logical space within which evaluation 
practices can exist and from which practitioners may draw. A clear-cut conceptual 
distinction between modernist and reflexive evaluation is used as an epistemic tool to 
gain analytical depth and apprehend the influence of these implicit logics on policy 
evaluation practice. In their hypothetic and ideal-typical form, the institutional logics 
on evaluation are rooted in fundamentally different epistemologies and political 
theories. We argue that analysing the significance of these underlying differences 
helps to understand the challenges practitioners experience when attempting to 
practically reconcile them.  
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The modernist logic can be traced back to eighteenth-century Enlightenment ideals 
and nineteenth century ideas of technocracy and rationality, as well as even older 
ideas on scientific objectivity, value-free science and impartiality (Kunseler & 
Vasileiadou, 2016; Lentsch & Weingart, 2011). Built around epistemologies that 
present reality as objectively knowable (positivism, empiricism) and as substitute for 
religion and tradition, scientific knowledge was argued to be the best foundation for 
public decision-making. The highest quality of scientific facts could be obtained 
through an independent and closed-off scientific apparatus, free from social values. 
Modernist logic treats science and policy as strictly separated domains and the 
resulting science was believed to linearly advance progress and public welfare 
(Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Jasanoff, 2011). This modernist outlook on scientific knowledge 
and its proper relations with policy was further institutionalised with the rise of new 
public management in the 1980s as Western governments increasingly called for 
accountability and performance measures to enhance the performance of the public 
sector (Chouinard, 2013; Pollit et al., 2007). In this context, evaluation primarily 
focuses on regulation and compliance, while serving as a management instrument to 
assure accountability. Ideally, evaluators provide empirically confirmed and logically 
consistent statements to enable evidence-based decision-making, keep the domains of 
science and policy separated, and prevent the infringement of scientific fact with 
values (Sternlieb et al., 2013). Golden standards for evaluators based on a modernist 
logic comprise objectivity, scientific autonomy, impartiality and detachment from 
societal values and politics. Its preferred methods include technical-analytical 
processes that follow logic-model thinking, such as impact assessments, cost-
effectiveness analyses and modelling (Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016; Verwoerd et al., 
2019) (Table 4.1). Second, the paper considers a reflexive logic of evaluation, which 
gained increasing traction over the past 20 to 30 years. Linearly advancing public 
welfare had been demonstrated to have unintended (negative) side-effects, thereby 
disclosing the complex and uncertain interdependencies of ecological, social, 
economic, political and institutional processes that modernist approaches are arguably 
poorly equipped to understand (Duijnhoven & Neef, 2016). Drawing on social-
constructivist epistemologies (pluralism, relativism, pragmatism), reflexive logic builds 
on the premise that scientific knowledge is not produced in isolation, but is deeply 
intertwined with cultural understandings of socio-economic and -ecological relations 
(Jasanoff, 2011). Science and policy are considered inevitably entangled domains. 
Ideally, their relations are open, transparent and deliberative, enabling social learning 
and the co-production of socially robust answers to complex problems. Evaluation 
approaches explicitly geared towards engaging with these complex problems take a 
system perspective (Moore et al., 2019; Patton, 2010) and aim to support policies or 
interventions by stimulating their reflexivity on their relationship to these systems 
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(Arkesteijn et al., 2015) and enhancing their ability to challenge various systemic 
(societal, institutional, political) contexts to allow for system change (Beers & Van  
Mierlo, 2017). Given the limitations to their ability to produce ultimate ‘truths’ to 
dictate public decision-making, evaluators working from the reflexive logic take on an 
attitude of humility and organise inclusive and productive interactions on the science-
policy (and society) interface to facilitate interactive learning and learning-by-doing. 
Norms and principles include intersubjectivity (moving from ‘one objective knowable 
truth’ to ‘understanding the world together’; De Jaegher et al., 2017), 
acknowledgement of perspective plurality and uncertainty, and transparency. 
Reflexive logic is partial to deliberative-analytical methods that are context-sensitive 
(Rog et al., 2012), real-time (Marjanovic et al., 2017) and include joint fact finding, 
knowledge co-creation, system analyses and reflexive monitoring.  

Myriad evaluation practices have been derived from these logics for evaluators to suit 
the policy issue at hand. However, when practices rooted in different institutional 
logics are combined, something that appears self-evident within one logic may be 
highly problematic from within the other. For instance, where interaction between 
science and policy during evaluation may be considered inherent and crucial 
according to reflexive logic, modernist logic would argue this to be detrimental to the 
scientific quality of the research because its objectivity and disinterestedness might be 
compromised (Turnhout et al., 2013). Furthermore, the modernist logic, being the 
historically more established of the two, predominately guides evaluation practice in 
many Western countries, giving rise to a culture of accountability in their policy and 
program contexts (Fitzpatrick et al. 2008). Consequently, it is hard for both evaluators 
and policymakers to move away from this dominant logic towards more reflexive 
approaches, as this requires facing unaccommodating beliefs, norms and rules.  
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Table 4.1 Modernist and reflexive evaluation logic (adapted from Kunseler, 2017; 
Verwoerd et al., 2019). 

 Modernist logic 
“Speaking truth to power by bridging 

the gap” 

Reflexive logic 
“Enhancing reflexivity for system change by 

organising productive interactions and 
interactive learning” 

Epistemological 
foundations 

Positivism, empiricism, scientism Social constructivism, pluralism, 
pragmatism 

Perspective on 
science-policy 
interface 

Technocratic and bureaucratic 
relations between science and 
policy; science and policy as 
strictly separated domains 

Open, transparent, and deliberative 
relations between science and policy; 
science and policy as ultimately 
entangled 

Purpose of 
evaluation 

Evaluation is an instrument for 
accountability assurance, 
performance assessment, and 
compliance 

Evaluation is a mechanism to enhance 
the reflexivity of policy or interventions 
for system change to deal with complex 
societal problems   

Role of 
evaluators 

Evaluators provide empirically 
confirmed and logically consistent 
statements to inform evidence-
based decision-making. They 
mediate domains of science and 
policy and work to keep them 
apart  

Evaluators facilitate processes of 
interactive learning, learning-by-doing 
and reflection on systemic properties that 
hamper or facilitate system change. They 
organise productive interactions on the 
science-policy interface to develop 
socially robust answers to complex 
societal problems   

Norms, 
principles and 
disposition 

Objectivity; neutrality; impartiality 
and detachment from societal 
values and politics  

Inter-subjectivity; acknowledgement of 
perspective plurality and uncertainty; 
transparency; humility 

Methodology 
and tools  

Technical-analytical processes 
that follow logic-model thinking 
such as impact assessments, cost-
effectiveness analysis, modeling  

Deliberative-analytical processes that 
include a system perspective such as 
joint fact finding, knowledge co-creation, 
system analysis, reflexive monitoring 

 
Thus, although the two logics are rarely practiced in their pure form, that does not 
mean that it is straightforwardly clear how to combine them well, nor how those 
beliefs, norms and rules of the modernist logic that are particularly unaccommodating 
towards reflexive evaluation can be engaged with in such a way that reflexive forms of 
evaluation become more normalised. It is our understanding that when a practice ‘out 
there’ is newly introduced into an organisation, a certain amount of modification is 
required for it to align to its practitioners and their context (Fullan & Pomfret, 1977). 
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When the practice finds uptake into the formal and informal structures of an 
organisation in a way that the practice’s original integrity is maintained and viewed as 
legitimate, this is considered  successful normalisation (May & Finch, 2009). This 
paper empirically investigates the process through which practitioners conduct a 
large-scale evaluation of a nature policy program, drawing on reflexive logic in an 
organisational and policy context that are partial to the modernist logic. We thereby 
aim to make recommendations on how normalisation of reflexive evaluation practices 
can be encouraged.  

Institutional evaluation logic at the PBL: the Natuurpact reflexive 
evaluation 
The empirical material on which we draw comprises the evaluation of a Dutch nature 
policy program called the Natuurpact, conducted by the PBL. The PBL is a public 
knowledge institute charged with independent, scientific policy assessments ‘in the 
fields of the environment, nature and spatial planning’ (PBL, 2019). It has established 
itself within a technocratic, modernist paradigm and has an authoritative status on the 
science–policy interface (Halffman, 2009). Given its own modernist orientation, PBL 
actively strives to practice a more reflexive logic in giving scientific advice, by 
attempting to innovate its research repertoire with more deliberative and 
interpretative modes of research. The co-existence of different logics at the PBL and 
its endeavours towards a more reflexive practice are well studied (Kunseler & 
Vasileiadou, 2016; Kunseler & Tuinstra, 2017; Petersen et al., 2011). The Natuurpact 
evaluation is the organisation’s first large-scale longitudinal evaluation for which the 
entire approach was designed following reflexive principles.  

In 2013, the Dutch national government, governments of the 12 provinces, and 
various societal organisations signed the Natuurpact. Through this pact, nature policy 
became the responsibility of provincial governments, and its signatories formulated 
and agreed upon high shared ambitions for nature policy. It was also recorded that 
PBL would conduct an ‘ex durante’ evaluation to allow for timely policy adjustments. 
As we discuss below, the program presented a welcome opportunity for PBL to further 
its reflexive aspirations.  

The Natuurpact evaluation will run until 2027 and comprises three-yearly evaluation 
cycles. The first cycle ran from 2014 to 2017; the second (2018–2020) has just 
concluded. The current authors were involved as external academic experts for our 
knowledge and skills in participatory research, reflexive monitoring and evaluation 
research. We also performed the role of reviewers of the impact of the Natuurpact 
reflexive evaluation after the first cycle had ended. We discuss our role in more detail 
below.  
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Normalisation Process Theory 
To study how institutional logics shape evaluation practice, we draw inspiration from 
the field of implementation science and view the implementation of reflexive 
evaluation – and with it, an underlying reflexive logic – as an innovation of PBL’s 
organisational practice. Already in the early seventies, scholars in education 
innovation have pointed out the importance of conceiving implementation as a 
process that occurs within an institutional and wider context to understand why some 
innovations succeed to become standard practice, and why others don’t (Fullan & 
Pomfret, 1977; Havelock, 1971; 1970; Huberman & Miles, 1984). May and Finch 
(2009) develop this further and with Normalisation Process Theory consider the 
mechanisms that facilitate or hamper the normalisation of an innovation into its ‘host 
context’. NPT focuses on the work actors do for implementation to gain an 
understanding of the complex dynamics of implementing and institutionalising new 
technologies or innovations in organisational practice (May et al., 2018; McEvoy et al., 
2014). The theory includes a practice perspective: rather than individual people or 
institutions and their opinions or intentions, the basic focus of inquiry is the 
observable, collective and organised behaviours and actions that people purposively 
perform (Nicolini, 2012). As such, NPT arguably allows for an analysis of how a new 
practice becomes normalised into its social context as those involved make sense of it, 
buy into it, agree on how it’s done and appraise how it has value, and potentially 
provides a useful theoretical lens to understand how context influences normalisation. 

Central to NPT are four core mechanisms that comprise the work implementers of an 
innovation do to normalise it: sensemaking, engagement, enactment5 and appraisal work 6. 
Furthermore, May et al. (2016) underline the importance of context for 
implementation processes and argue how these are the emergent outcomes of 
interactions and negotiations between components of the innovation and elements of 
the host context. Actors who aspire a novel practice are thus required to negotiate a 
level of ‘fit’ between the prevailing standards and ways of working, and the aspired 

 
 

 

5 In earlier versions of the NPT framework enactment was the core focus, as it comprises the acts and 
behaviours of performing a practice, and therefore the practice itself (in alignment with other social practice 
theorists who consider enactment and practice two sides of the same coin, see e.g. Giddens (1984) or 
Reckwitz  (2002)). For sake of clarity, in this paper we use the term ‘enactment’ only in relation to the third 
NPT mechanism, which –  in concordance with sense-making, engagement and appraisal – may lead to the 
normalisation of innovative practices.  
6 While the inventors of NPT expand each mechanism with multiple sub-concepts, for the purpose of our 
study we have chosen to focus our analysis around the four core mechanisms of NPT. We refer readers to 
May & Finch (2009) for a seminal account. 
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ideals and procedures, in order for the latter to have viability and workability. In other 
words, the work belonging to the four core mechanisms largely takes the shape of 
what we call alignment work (Figure 4.1). 

 

Figure 4.1 The four NPT mechanisms with “alignment work” as underlying determinant for how 

the work of each mechanism is conducted. 

We hypothesise that NPT functions as an appropriate lens through which to study 
how institutional logics at play in the contexts in which the Natuurpact evaluation was 
conducted, shape evaluation practice. Below we elaborate the NPT mechanisms in 
more detail and show how each applies to the case in question, and how the need for 
alignment shaped the work that was done by the research team. First we turn to the 
research methodology.  

4.3 Methodology 

Case study  
Our case study concerns the Natuurpact evaluation’s first cycle, executed by 
researchers from PBL and partner Wageningen Environmental Research (WER), 
supported by the current authors (Athena Institute). The interdisciplinary team 
consisted of six researchers (including two project leaders). Few had prior experience 
with deliberative or reflexive evaluation approaches. The team met bi-weekly to 
discuss the evaluation’s progress and research activities.  

The evaluation’s primary participants consisted of provincial and national policy 
actors responsible for the development and implementation of nature policy. The 
main form of interaction with the participants consisted of bi-monthly meetings with a 
selected working group of 12 representatives from provincial governments, and eight 
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multi-stakeholder workshops that occurred over the course of the evaluation. The 
purpose of these workshops differed according to the evaluation phase, and included 
making an inventory of the evaluation needs of public actors, joint interpretation of 
preliminary evaluation findings and drawing joint conclusions for action perspectives 
for change. The team also met with the evaluation’s commissioners (administrators 
from national and provincial government) twice a year to ensure the evaluation was 
still on track in terms of timing and budget. Figure 4.2 presents a schematic overview 
of the evaluation’s first cycle.  

 

Figure 4.2 Schematic representation of the first cycle of the Natuurpact reflexive evaluation, 
including its three main phases and types of interactions between participants and researchers. 

Material and methods 
Participatory action research 
Authors A1 and A3 were (variably) members of the project team as participatory 
action researchers: they supported the design and execution of the reflexive 
evaluation, and simultaneously studied this process. They were tasked with 
developing a theoretical framework for reflexive evaluation based on academic 
literature including process principles and ideal outcomes. During project meetings 
the authors would draw from this framework and their previous experiences with 
reflexive research to support the team with operationalising these principles, and 
organise critical reflection by the team on the evaluation’s progress. The authors 
monitored the challenges the team encountered with conducting reflexive evaluation 
on a so-called Dynamic Learning Agenda (DLA; Van Mierlo et al., 2010). When the 
first evaluation cycle had concluded, the authors also assessed the policy impact of the 
reflexive approach, as commissioned by the project coordinators.  
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Material  
All observations made by the authors as part of the project team were recorded in 
field notes, including the DLA. Additional field notes were kept during evaluation 
activities, including workshops, and seminars that were held at the PBL to inform the 
organisation on the project’s progress. Data was also collected through 17 in-depth 
interviews with members of the team at the start, after the first year and after the 
finalisation of the first cycle. All members were interviewed at least twice over the 
course of three years. The interviews focused on their experiences with reflexive 
evaluation, and were flexible and open-ended in order to gain in-depth understanding 
of the rationale behind their actions regarding the implementation of reflexive 
evaluation. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed.  

Data analysis  
All data were analysed by authors A1 and A2 and corroborated with A3. We used 
content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), making use of sensitising concepts derived 
from the NPT framework (the core mechanisms). A2 had not previously been involved 
with the Natuurpact case and brought in a different perspective to help sharpen the 
analysis.  

4.4 Results 
The findings show that all four of NPT’s core mechanisms could be identified and 
several themes emerged for which alignment work was necessary, which in turn 
determined how the work for each core mechanism took shape. Time and again the 
team had to negotiate its reflexive approach in order to align it sufficiently with the 
prevailing modernist norms and customs regarding policy evaluation within their 
home organisation and nature policy practice. In the following, we discuss each NPT 
mechanism and how each mechanism became manifest in the form of alignment work 
undertaken by the team.  

Sense-making work 
The first core mechanism of the NPT framework is sense-making work: the work 
practitioners do to develop a shared understanding of the new practice and why it is 
important in relation to other practices (May, 2015). Coinciding with PBL’s preceding 
interest in reflexive research, the agreement in the Natuurpact that its evaluation 
would have an ex durante character led to the decision to adopt a reflexive evaluation 
approach. The findings show that during the first stages of the project, the work the 
team did to make sense of what reflexive evaluation entailed beyond a general idea of 
its purpose and general process was limited. In what followed, the team set the 
approach apart from other approaches primarily with reference to its timing and the 
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level of interaction with its intended participants. This is illustrated by the project 
leader’s explanation of reflexive evaluation: ‘What is really different, is that we work with 
policy actors immediately from the start of the evaluation: there is a lot more interaction than 
there would be during a regular policy evaluation’ (PBL project leader, early 2015). 
Furthermore, the team differentiated reflexive evaluation on the basis of its purpose, 
explaining it as an approach that searches to ‘reconcile evaluation purposes of policy 
learning and accountability’ to allow for transformative learning and change, as 
opposed to exclusively focusing either on learning or on accountability (as during 
responsive evaluation and impact assessment, respectively; Evaluation Plan, 2015).  

Table 4.2 Excerpt from the theoretical framework for reflexive evaluation developed 
to guide the Natuurpact evaluation (Van Veen et al., 2016). 

Evaluation element Characteristics   
Evaluation phases  
 

i. Developing joint evaluation framework; 

ii. Joint research and interpretation; 

iii. Drawing shared conclusions and dissemination. 

Guiding process 
principles  

i. There is multi-stakeholder participation in the design and conduct 

of the evaluation; 

ii. The evaluation addresses the stakeholders’ evaluation needs in 

light of the policy program’s ambitions and draws attention to 

systemic properties that hamper or facilitate change; 

iii. The evaluation facilitates productive interactions amongst 

participants and experts; 

iv. Within this multi-stakeholder context the evaluation 

simultaneously allows for interactive learning, accountability and 

performance management, and draws attention to systemic 

properties that hamper or facilitate system change. 

Outcomes i. Socially robust knowledge and a knowledge-enriched policy 

practice; 

ii. Identification and challenging of systemic barriers and 

opportunities to increase the potential for system change; 

iii. Concerted action by involved stakeholders.  

 
As part of sense-making, the team commissioned the current authors to develop a 
theoretical framework for reflexive evaluation (Table 4.2). The framework served to 
guide the team in their evaluation design and implementation. Our idea was that its 
principles required further operationalisation to make them work in the particular 
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project context. However, initially the framework found relatively little traction with 
the team; in a way, the team acted as if it had outsourced the work of sense-making by 
involving us as experts in reflexive research. After being given the formal go-ahead, 
the size and scale of the project caused the team to quickly become more occupied 
with ‘doing’ the evaluation than with ‘thinking’ about it.  

Engagement work 
We observed that the amount of work done for sense-making of reflexive evaluation 
increased when the team was faced with the need to do engagement work. NPT’s 
second core mechanism concerns the work actors undertake to ensure engagement 
and commitment of others with the new practice, for instance through stressing its 
urgency and orchestrating managerial endorsement, but also through arranging 
sufficient capacity for others to become involved. 

To encourage participation from nature policy actors as well as support from the PBL 
community – which were both vital for normalisation – the team first needed to make 
the purpose and value of reflexive evaluation explicit in a way that spoke to the 
prevailing conventions on useful and high-quality evaluation, all of which constitutes 
sense-making work. To do so, the team employed a strategy of reframing: developing 
two co-existing, mutually inclusive narratives that they used in different contexts. The 
first narrative emphasised the evaluation objective as: ‘…allowing for mutual learning 
[between policy actors and researchers] from experiences with nature policy to timely 
inform policy processes and benefit the progress that is made on the nature policy ambitions’ 
(Evaluation plan, 2015) and was mostly used when communicating with policy actors. 
The second narrative describes the benefits of reflexive evaluation in terms of 
‘increased research quality and impact’ (PBL supervisor, start-up seminar early 2015) and 
was mostly confined to internal communications within the PBL organisation. In both 
narratives, the team framed the benefits of reflexive evaluation in a way that aligned 
with modernist ideals on the purpose of policy evaluation within their respective 
contexts: to enhance program performance (context of policy practice) and to 
promote research quality and impact (organisational context). 

This course of events demonstrates how the need for engagement work gave rise to 
sense-making, and resulted in growing mutual understanding of reflexive evaluation 
among the team members, as well as the policy actors and the PBL community. This 
could be observed by a gradual decline in critical inquiry from actors from both host 
contexts after the approach was adopted, and by an increase in the team’s confidence 
in explaining what reflexive evaluation is and does. Importantly, how sense-making 
and engagement work were done was determined by the need to align with the 
dominant frames within the intended contexts to implement the reflexive approach.  
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The project team reflected that developing commitment from both host contexts 
required a significant investment in engagement work: ‘Convincing my constituency of 
the value of reflexive evaluation really required some work. I had a lot of informal chats with 
them, all to make them shareholders of this new approach’ (PBL project leader; 2016). 
Another example of how engagement work was informed by the need to align with 
modernist norms may be perceived in the team’s decision to involve the current 
authors. While the original argument for our involvement was substantive, the team 
also mobilised our involvement strategically: to the PBL and policy communities they 
presented the purpose of our involvement as ‘guarding the scientific rigor of the 
reflexive evaluation approach’. Through this strategic argument, the team used our 
involvement to underline the scientific integrity of the approach, adhering to the 
technocratic belief in truth claims that predominates within the PBL. The PBL project 
leader explained: ‘I really used [the current author’s] involvement to show: look, we are 
serious, this is also a scientifically sound method. This was critical to convince [PBL 
colleagues] that this was a valid evaluation approach.’  

How the engagement work to convince actors to buy into reflexive evaluation was 
done – by emphasising the scientific integrity of the approach –, was strongly shaped 
by the need to create alignment.  

Enactment work  
The third mechanism consists enactment work and comprises all acts of the team to 
‘do’ reflexive evaluation. A starting point for this enactment work was the 
operationalisation of the four reflexive evaluation principles outlined in Table 2. We 
observed that operationalisation was again shaped by the need to align the evaluation 
design with both modernist customs and reflexive ideals. To explore this, we draw on 
the operationalisation of the first principle as an example: There is multi-stakeholder 
participation in the design and conduct of the evaluation. This principle is based on two 
premises. First, that complex problems require various stakeholders with different 
perspectives to become involved with a social learning process (Patton, 2010) and, 
second, that participation in evaluation design and conduct positively influences the 
relevance and shared ownership over the findings in light of the program’s ambitions 
(O’Sullivan, 2012). Our example focuses on the latter. The idea of involving 
stakeholders throughout the entire evaluation evoked a strong response from both the 
team and the PBL community. Objections centered around the potential compromise 
of the team’s objectivity and independence, and it was felt the credibility of the 
institute was on the line. These concerns were outed formally during the project’s 
start-up seminar, but also in bilateral interactions with the project leadership. 
Consequently, participation was demarcated to specific evaluation phases, and the 
topics about which participants would have a say were limited. For instance, policy 
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actors were involved during the first phase, during which the scope and the main 
research questions of the evaluation were determined. Also, during the third phase, 
interactive stakeholder sessions were organised during which preliminary findings 
were collaboratively analysed and interpreted. The participants were not, however, 
allowed to discuss research methods during the second phase, nor given a say on the 
substance of the conclusions in the final report. Regarding research methods, one 
team member explained: ‘It is up to us to decide what methods are most appropriate. It 
would do our independent judgement no good if we let policy actors decide how they want to 
be evaluated. We are, in the end, the experts.’ The PBL project leader confirmed: ‘Letting 
them co-decide on methods, I can’t account for that. It would be like allowing butchers to 
inspect their own meat.’ The participants considered this no issue at all: ‘Research 
methods, that is really a topic for the researchers. I would have no idea’, one policymaker 
reflected. Modernist conventions – within both host contexts – on the distinct and 
separate roles of researchers and policymakers appeared beyond the scope of 
negotiation, regardless of the reflexive ideal to enable participation during all 
evaluation phases. Instead, this principle for reflexive evaluation was stretched in a 
way for it to sustain legitimacy in the eyes of the PBL and policy communities. In its 
re-negotiated interpretation, the principle came to mean something akin to 
‘participation not during “all” but during “most” evaluation phases’.  

A similar discussion occurred concerning the dissemination of the findings. The team 
suggested to co-publish the final report with the participants, to underline their joint 
efforts. But because they required a visibly independent evaluation report for the 
recommendations in the evaluation to have strategic-political value, the policy actors 
strongly opposed co-publication. Interestingly, this was the same argument that had 
prohibited them from co-deciding on research methods earlier on, namely that, to 
their constituencies and the public, their participation might be perceived as 
compromising the scientific autonomy, objectivity and, ultimately, the credibility of 
the evaluation. 

In these examples, the demarcation of participation to particular research phases had 
bend the reflexive principle in a way that neatly fitted in with modernist ideals of 
scientific autonomy and political distance. At the same time, it initially appeared to 
hold true to the principle’s reflexive ideal: it still allowed for sufficient participation to 
facilitate social learning processes and generate shared ownership over its findings. 
However, during appraisal work, to which we turn later, it became evident that this 
principle had been stretched too far.  

While the norms and procedures for objectivity and scientific autonomy were quite 
rigidly maintained at times, there were also moments when there was more room to 
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contemplate how to adhere to these norms while allowing for on-going science-policy 
deliberations. Notably, the procedures for guarding objectivity broadened over time. 
Rather than maintaining literal (physical) distance at all times, the team members 
distributed roles (some interacted with the participants while others focused on desk 
research and running models) to prevent researcher bias. Furthermore, for the final 
report, the peer-review community was extended to policy and societal actors. In 
doing so, the team implicitly expanded the norm of objectivity to intersubjectivity. 
While these broadened norms and procedures initially elicited critical remarks during 
project seminars, these remarks toned down as the evaluation progressed. Over time, 
convictions about the roles of evaluators and policy actors as strictly separated 
became less and less articulated, suggesting that actors from both contexts became 
more used to the changed relationship. Illustrative of this development is the wide 
uptake by the PBL community of the term ‘requester’ to replace ‘principal’ when 
indicating the commissioner of a project, suggesting a more equal-level footing 
between researchers and policy actors while simultaneously acknowledging 
researchers’ autonomy.  

Appraisal work 
The fourth NPT mechanism concerns appraisal work and comprises activities that 
judge the value and effectiveness of a new practice during and after its enactment. In 
light thereof, the current authors were tasked with assessing the different ways the 
reflexive approach had had an impact on nature policy practice. This review was 
regarded with serious formality and weight, which in itself is illustrative for the degree 
of buy-in to the approach by the team and its supervisors. Notably, the review 
implicitly served a dual purpose: first, to learn from the experiences to improve the 
following cycle’s execution and, second, to legitimise the continuation of the reflexive 
approach within the PBL community by demonstrating its value. This was manifest in 
our task to assess the approach to institutionally shared beliefs on what would 
constitute such value: enhanced research quality and policy impact. While our 
assignment was commissioned on the basis of a modernist logic, we strived for a more 
reflexive and deliberative approach, and brought to light effects more characteristic of 
reflexive evaluation. These included, for instance, enhanced policy learning, a 
strengthened nature policy community and a knowledge-enriched policy practice 
(Verwoerd et al., 2020; Verwoerd et al., 2017). Such effects beyond traditional linear 
ideas on policy impact have found uptake within the organisation and are sometimes 
used to discuss potential impact of new studies. 

The review was critical on the operationalisation of some reflexive principles, which 
was argued to be ineffective in some respects. We return to the example of the 
operationalisation ‘multi-stakeholder participation’, which had been demarcated to 
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specific phases due to concerns about autonomy and the credibility of the PBL at 
large. The review identified that findings’ relevance and usability was limited: a 
mismatch was observed halfway through the project between the scale at which the 
public actors’ evaluation needs transpired (regional) and the scale at which the 
computational model that had been used provided findings (national). As a result, the 
participants felt the findings were of limited use to inform their nature policy plans as 
they provided few perspectives on regional action. Regarding this mismatch, the WER 
project leader noted: ‘That this model would be used was decided upon before we had even 
started. […] It cost us a lot of time and effort to explain and repair this mismatch to policy 
actors. The decision which model to use should have been informed by the demands of our 
intended end-users.’ In retrospect, by not involving the participants in the discussion on 
research methods, their evaluation needs were initially only partly met. Demarcating 
the first principle thus also compromised the second, and reduced the usability of the 
evaluation for policy learning and change. To remedy the mismatch, the project team 
undertook a significant amount of work to produce findings on a more relevant scale.  

The team later reflected that while opening up the determination of the methods to 
policy actors had been regarded as being beyond discussion, some members in 
addition had defaulted into working in a ‘research-driven’ as opposed to a ‘practice-
driven’ fashion. In hindsight, the initial shared understanding at the start of the project 
of what reflexive evaluation is and how ‘it is done’ appears superficial. Different 
understandings of reflexive evaluation emerged during its actual implementation and 
materialised in the form of conflicting modes of working. The team’s preoccupation 
with ‘doing’ reflexive evaluation absorbed time for thinking and discussing the 
approach, allowing different modes of enacting reflexive evaluation to remain 
untouched and deeply embedded routine ways of working unchallenged. 

Despite these difficulties, after the first evaluation cycle had concluded the overall 
feeling amongst those involved was one of enthusiasm, and the reflexive approach 
was continued during the second cycle. Moreover, at the time of writing, several other 
large-scale reflexive evaluation projects have been initiated at the PBL, and notions 
such as ‘reflexive thinking’ have found some uptake in the organisation’s vocabulary. 

4.5 Discussion and conclusion 
This paper aimed to empirically investigate the process through which evaluators 
attempt to conduct and, in so doing, normalise an evaluation practice that draws on a 
reflexive evaluation logic in a context partial to modernist logic. In this section, we 
reflect on our findings and, starting off from the idea that developing legitimacy 
without compromising integrity is vital to successfully normalise reflexive evaluation, 
make some suggestions for evaluators seeking to conduct and normalise reflexive 
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evaluation. Before we present these, we briefly reflect on the value of using NPT as 
theoretical lens for understanding and facilitating such normalisation.  

Over the past decades, a wide variety of views on the purposes and roles of policy 
evaluation have proliferated in evaluation literature, accompanied by myriad 
evaluation approaches and methodologies (Stern et al., 2015). Some more recent 
approaches share that they are stakeholder-oriented and search to better address the 
complexities of the phenomenon under study while contributing to its goals and 
ambitions (e.g. Arkesteijn et al., 2015; Verwoerd et al., 2020). Much of the literature on 
these emerging practices concerns their theoretical underpinnings, experiences with 
applications in specific cases, or practical or theoretical differences between distinct 
approaches (Fetterman et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2019; O’Sullivan, 2012; Rolfe, 2019). 
There is a dearth of literature on challenges involved with implementing novel 
practices in institutional settings that are not necessarily conducive to it (Chouinard, 
2013; Guijt, 2010; Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016; Petersen et al., 2011). An increased 
understanding of the processes through which evaluators address these challenges 
may support evaluators aspiring a reflexive logic to create room for such work in 
contexts where modernist approaches are privileged and to do so without 
compromising the reflexive ideal. In response, this study analysed the work that was 
done by an evaluating project team to normalise reflexive evaluation, using NPT’s 
core concepts.  

Our findings confirmed that the core mechanisms for normalisation do not occur 
linearly, but rather in conjunction: each mechanism caused iterations in the others, 
and vice versa, continuously strengthening each other (McEvoy et al. 2014). In our 
case, many of the challenges in engagement, enactment and appraisal work could be 
traced back to lack of mutual in-depth understanding and agreement amongst 
evaluators (and participants) on how (not) to ‘do’ reflexive evaluation. Our findings 
suggest that as much of the work that was undertaken towards normalisation occurred 
relatively ad hoc and in response to urgent unaccommodating structures or aspects of 
political and organisational culture – such as beliefs about who has a say in 
determining research methods – implicit conventions and evaluation routines factually 
remained unchallenged. Our findings resonate with challenges identified for the 
introduction of participant-oriented evaluations to development projects, where lack 
of participatory sense-making on the appropriate evaluation approach was found to 
conduce the defaulting into modernist approaches (Van Hemelrijck & Guijt, 2016). 
Nieminen and Hyytinen (2015) suggest this is reinforced due to limited 
methodological repertoires that evaluators who seek to practice more systemic and 
reflexive approaches tend to draw on, consequential to the institutionalisation of 
modernist logic and the epistemological differences that hinder different logics’ 
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hybridisation. Although unrelated to reflexive evaluation per se, scholars of 
implementation science also underline the importance of inclusive and mutual 
sensemaking prior to implementation for a new practice to become successfully 
normalised (Mair et al., 2012).  

As illustrated by the continuation of the Natuurpact reflexive evaluation, and the 
initiation of various other reflexive evaluation projects, normalisation has been at least 
partly successful. Despite the ad hoc character of their actions, the team succeeded in 
establishing alignment, or a ‘fit’, between the two evaluation logics. Crucially, this fit 
did not appear as a fixed state, but rather as a negotiated, emergent and dynamic 
accomplishment. Indeed, the alignment work for normalising reflexive evaluation 
encompassed navigating and negotiating reflexive evaluation legitimacy on the one hand 
and reflexive evaluation integrity on the other. Specifically, our study has shown that 
alignment work comprises various strategies, including reframing the purpose of 
reflexive evaluation for it to make sense from the point of view of the dominant 
institutional logic. Another strategy concerned emphasising the scientific rigor of the 
approach to demonstrate its validity as a peer-reviewed research approach. Such 
strategies ‘work’ as they ensure the legitimacy of the reflexive evaluation approach 
from the modernist logic perspective. At other times, such strategies proved 
insufficient to acquire legitimacy: regardless of framing or appeal to scientific rigor, in 
our case the involvement of policy actors in deciding on research methods, drawing 
conclusions or co-publication, were topics largely beyond discussion both for 
evaluators and participants. Here, the dominant modernist logic’s norms could not be 
negotiated to develop legitimacy.  

May et al. (2016) have studied the degree to which contextual structures and cultures 
may be negotiated to normalise a novel practice and refer to contextual elasticity: the 
ease with which contexts accommodate new ways of working. They propose that the 
greater the elasticity of contextual structures and cultures, the less work is required 
from practitioners of a new practice to develop legitimacy for it. In relation to 
evaluation logics, this implies that the more the modernist logic is institutionalised and 
embedded, the more work is required from evaluators to normalise a reflexive 
practice – i.e., to develop understanding, buy-in, agreement on enactment and 
appraisal. From our findings it appears that when the roles of researchers and policy 
makers seemed to become too intertwined, the reflexive logic was disciplined by 
actors from either context, or both.  

We also observed that some normative structures became more accommodating over 
time, particularly when the value of the reflexive approach became materially tangible, 
as happened when the lack of participation in deciding upon research methods 
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resulted in only limitedly useful findings for policy learning. Such observations confirm 
that normative structures more accommodating to the reflexive logic can be 
developed (Verwoerd et al., 2020). More in-depth studies of the elements that 
constitute contextual elasticity and of how more accommodating contextual structures 
and cultures may be developed, may be fruitful to further the understanding of 
normalisation of reflexive evaluation. For instance, past research has shown that 
participation – as constitutive element of reflexive evaluation – can be obstructed by 
diverse political, administrative and social barriers and power inequalities (Engel & 
Carlsson, 2002; Gregory, 2000; Lehtonen, 2014). It would be very useful to study the 
role of such contextual elements in the context of attempts to normalise reflexive 
evaluation logic.  

Moreover, we observed that when contextual structures and cultures were 
unaccommodating, evaluators navigated these by altering components – principles, 
procedures, purpose – of the reflexive approach. May et al. (2016)’s concept of 
innovation plasticity comes in useful for understanding this, as plasticity refers to the 
malleability of components and the discretion practitioners have to develop alignment 
between the contexts and the innovation. The greater the degree of plasticity of 
innovation components, the less work is required from practitioners to normalise it 
(ibid). Already in 1977, Fullan & Pomfret discuss that a level of on-site modification 
may be required for innovations to effectively meet context-specific needs. However, 
adaptation beyond the ‘zone of drastic mutation’ (Roitman & Mayer, 1982:3) may 
compromise the fidelity to, or integrity of, the original intentions. Indeed, in our case, 
some reflexive components were stretched too far: not involving participants in 
making methodological decisions led to a decreased chance of policy learning. It 
appears that there are certain parameters that determine the plasticity of reflexive 
evaluation components (i.e., the zone of drastic mutation) and the leeway enactors 
have to retain reflexive evaluation integrity. These parameters were obscure (it was 
not immediately clear if or when a line was crossed) and, as for contextual elasticity, 
what precisely determines these parameters, and thus the plasticity of reflexive 
evaluation components, requires additional inquiry.  

Contextual elasticity and innovation plasticity are useful concepts to think about the 
required alignment work for negotiating and navigating reflexive evaluation legitimacy 
and integrity. Using both concepts in conjunction may shine new light on the 
explanation as to why it is so difficult for practitioners to innovate towards a more 
reflexive evaluation practice. This is important as scholars have previously 
problematised successful participation and it has been pointed out that, despite ideals 
for new roles for science and policy, novel repertoires often deviate little from their 
technocratic counterparts and traditional ideas on the relationship between scientists 
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and policy makers (Reinecke, 2015; Turnhout et al., 2013). New ‘in vogue’ terms, in 
our case reflexive evaluation, may even cover up this reality, promoting legitimacy for 
‘innovative’ approaches while actual practices remain unchanged. As Van Der Hel 
points out, limits to elasticity and plasticity seem a pertinent explanation of why 
researchers are inclined to do “more of the same under a different name” (2016:173). As 
researchers are pushed back by the contexts they operate in, they cannot help but 
default into modernist logic routines, and end up (unwittingly) greenwashing, tokening 
and technocratising participation (Chilvers, 2008). This is relevant, as such 
occurrences may promote participants’ subjugation rather than their empowerment 
(Aarts & Leeuwis, 2010; Turnhout et al., 2013), thereby reinforcing the modernist 
status quo.  

We conclude with a reflection on the use of NPT for studying normalisation of 
reflexive evaluation. Our findings confirmed the theory’s potential: applying NPT 
provided analytical depth to investigate how reflexive evaluation was operationalised 
and helped identify the evaluators’ challenges with implementation. Consistent with 
others’ experiences, applying NPT was not instantly intuitive (McEvoy et al., 2014). 
Although its numerous (sub)concepts make the theory versatile in use, these also 
required significant translation effort to render them applicable to the specific context 
of our study, an issue also addressed by Finch et al. (2012). For the purpose of our 
study, we decided early on to centre our analysis around NPT’s core concepts, which, 
following the example of McNaughton et al. (2019) and with the aim to better engage 
with them, we re-labelled into more accessible language (e.g., ‘coherence’ was re-
labelled as ‘sense-making’). 

Others have pointed out NPT’s undue emphasis on individual and collective agency, 
discarding the influence of organisational and relational contexts in which 
implementation occurs (Clarke et al., 2013). We engaged with this shortcoming by 
including the concept of institutional logics, which drew attention to the interacting 
and nested contexts (team, organisation, societal interactions) in which these logics 
were enacted and through which they shaped agency.  

Overall, we conclude that timely investment in mutual sense-making is 
recommendable for normalisation of reflexive evaluation to occur and seems 
especially pertinent for joint understanding of the components of reflexive evaluation, 
their plasticity and the parameters that safeguard reflexive evaluation integrity. In 
doing so, the methodological repertoires evaluators draw from may be increased and 
strengthened. In a similar vein, we conclude that considering unaccommodating 
contextual structures and aspects of political and organisational culture (and their 
elasticity) from the onset may help evaluators anticipate these to timely orchestrate 
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alignment strategies to develop evaluation legitimacy. For both cases, using NPT 
prospectively and in action (de Brún et al., 2016), may be fruitful to guide structural 
reflection and learning-by-doing and hence can facilitate the effective navigation of 
reflexive evaluation legitimacy and integrity in the normalisation process. 
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Abstract 
Building on the preceding chapter, this second empirical chapter explores more in-depth 
the alignment activities undertaken by policy researchers to assure a fit between their 
selected knowledge co-production approach and conventional norms and customs for 
knowledge production they encounter at the science-policy interface. This chapter reflects 
upon this thesis’ second study: a comparative case study of the Natuurpact (first and 
second cycle), Vibrant Rural Areas, and Regional Deals research projects, and the 
challenges the respective project teams encounter with implementing their selected co-
production approach (sub-question 1) and how they seek to address these (or not) (sub-
question 2).  

In the chapter, two types of alignment activities are identified: contextual restructuring of 
normative and relational customs, and modification of co-production features to 
accommodate a contextual fit. The findings on the implementation of knowledge co-
production approaches in the three projects furthermore showed that policy researchers 
developed co-production capacity over time and that they become more skilled at 
contextual restructuring and creating a fit without compromising co-production integrity. 
Additionally, distinct organisational developments proved conducive to the normalisation 
of knowledge co-production, including the instalment of a Community of Practice that 
provided a platform to reflect upon the projects, as well as taking on a new ‘chief scientist’ 
with affinity with deliberative and reflexive policy research approaches. It is argued that 
investment in both policy researchers' co-production capacity and their ability to recognise 
and navigate (un)conducive structures is required to create space for knowledge co-
production in science-policy systems. An action-reflection cycle is proposed as heuristic 
tool to help build capacity and support policy researchers with observing whether co-
production has sufficient legitimacy in its intended contexts, reflecting on (un)conducive 
contextual structures and on co-production integrity, planning activities to achieve 
alignment and acting out these planned activities to orchestrate a contextual fit.  

The chapter also touches upon the views of involved policy actors with knowledge co-
production and on developments in the policy context in which the projects occur, and 
how these affect the normalisation of knowledge co-production. This is further explored in 
the following chapter, which discusses the policy context of the Natuurpact research 
project in particular.  

 

Revisions in progress 
Verwoerd, L., Brouwers, H.J.H., Kunseler, E.-M., Regeer, B.J., de Hoop, E.  Negotiating 

space for co-production. Science & Public Policy.  
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5.1 Introduction 
Knowledge co-production is an increasingly popular research approach to address the 
unprecedented environmental and sustainability challenges of our time. Adopted in 
(policy) projects and programmes geared towards socially robust transformation for 
sustainability problems, its key characteristics comprise the inclusion of (a diverse set 
of) stakeholders, focus on reflection and mutual learning for actionable knowledge, 
integration of knowledge, and emergent and responsive research designs (Pohl et al., 
2010; Scholz and Steiner, 2015a; Turnhout et al., 2013). 

Despite increased popularity, knowledge co-production practices are also contested. 
Various authors identify a theory-practice gap (Boon et al., 2019;Flinders et al., 2016) 
and highlight how achieved impacts do not live up to theoretical expectations 
(Jagannathan et al., 2020). In addressing the discrepancy between co-production 
outcomes in theory and real-life settings, various scholars consider the role of societal, 
political, cultural and organisational contexts therein. They demonstrate how 
prevailing norms, procedures, values and conventions regarding knowledge 
production in these context render such them less conducive to theoretical-ideal 
practices of co-production (Felt et al., 2016; Klerkx et al., 2017; Turnhout et al., 2020). 
Indeed, as Flinders et al. (2016, p. 262) point out, co-production ‘rubs up against 
traditional social norms and roles, which may mean its potential as a radically innovative 
form of research encounters problems both in theory and practice’. In response, scholars 
have argued that co-production requires institutionalisation – or normalisation – to 
meet its transformative potential (e.g., Braun & Könninger, 2018; Jahn et al., 2012; 
Schneider et al., 2019). In the literature, however, little detail is available on how such 
processes of normalisation might precisely occur in practice (Arnott et al., 2020). It is 
to this particular knowledge gap this paper seeks to contribute.   

Our objective is to advance theoretical understanding of the influence of context on 
the process by which researchers put theoretical-ideal features of knowledge co-
production to practice. Additionally, we aim to offer practical insights to further 
promote the normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy science. As we will 
further elaborate upon in the theoretical background (Section 2), we conceive the 
normalisation of a practice as an ongoing and dynamic process in which researchers 
seek to establish alignment between prevailing contextual structures – i.e., norms, 
rules, etc. – on the one hand, and the theoretical-ideal features of co-production on the 
other. By establishing alignment, policy researchers arguable craft space for 
knowledge co-production’s practice and normalisation. How precisely they may 
succeed in establishing alignment – i.e., what activities do they undertake and why, 
and at what are these activities directed – comprises the central focus of this paper. 
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Additionally, as it is unlikely that the conditions conducive to co-production are all in 
place at the outset (Broerse, 1998), previous studies have underscored the importance 
of learning by policy researchers to successfully practice co-production in dynamic, 
contested and multi-stakeholder contexts (Lang et al., 2012; Norström et al., 2020; 
Verwoerd et al., 2020, 2021). Hence, we also have attention for the building of policy 
researchers’ co-production capacity that is arguably required to develop such 
conditions.  

We delimit our scope to science-policy co-production; i.e., the collaborative efforts of 
policy researchers, policy actors and relevant (societal) stakeholders to co-produce 
knowledge that is credible, legitimate and salient for informing policy decision-making 
processes (Cash et al., 2002). To study science-policy interactions, boundary 
organisations may be of particular interest. Such organisations operate at the science-
policy interface from where they play an important role in linking science and policy 
decision-making (Guston, 2001). To maintain their authoritative position on the 
science-policy interface, they have to sustain their societal legitimacy and credibility 
by constantly adjusting to changes in their wider institutional and political contexts, 
while simultaneously ensuring adherence to both policy makers’ demands and 
scientific standards (Pesch et al. 2012; Pielke 2007). As boundary organisations are 
strongly bound to their institutional, political and scientific contexts, they potentially 
offer a unique opportunity to study how these contexts are negotiated to craft space 
for co-production. Empirically, we draw from the experiences of researchers from the 
PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (in Dutch: Planbureau voor de 
Leefomgeving; PBL), a boundary organisation in pursuit of normalising knowledge co-
production in policy evaluation and its embedding in the organisation’s research 
repertoire.   

5.2 Background 

Knowledge co-production on the rise: observing a gap between theory 
and practice 
This paper understands knowledge co-production as a knowledge-production 
methodology characterised by intentionally opening up scientific knowledge 
production processes to the perspectives of stakeholders involved with the problem.7 

 
 

 

7 Originally, the term co-production was introduced in the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS) to 
understand interactions between science, technology and society. This analytical understanding of co-
production emphasises how knowledge and social order co-shape and co-evolve, underscoring that 
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We thus follow scholars who consider it as a mode of research in which the social 
contract for science as disconnected is replaced with a more inclusive, socially robust, 
and deliberative research culture to bring about societal transformation and 
sustainable development (Arnott et al., 2020; Gibbons, 1999). According to the 
literature, key features of co-production include the collaboration between researchers 
and a diverse set of public actors and stakeholders involved in the problem, inter- and 
transdisciplinary knowledge integration, an emergent research design that allows 
researchers to be responsive to developing insights or other external developments, 
and the development of actionable knowledge to bring about societal transformation 
and sustainable development (Hoffmann et al. 2017; Regeer and Bunders 2009; Scholz 
and Steiner 2015a).  

The increasing popularity of co-production has been accompanied by an expanding 
body of literature, much of which is focused on theoretical foundations (e.g., Scholz 
and Steiner, 2015a), epistemological underpinnings (e.g., Regeer and Bunders, 2003), 
and conceptual and methodological advancements in terms of principles, 
mechanisms, and check-lists and guidelines to enhance co-production effectiveness 
and quality (Bergmann et al., 2021; Jahn and Keil, 2015; Lang et al., 2012; Norström et 
al., 2020; Polk, 2015). Other parts have been dedicated to studying the societal impact 
and quality of knowledge co-production and dealing with assessing the different types 
of long-term, contingent, and sometimes unintended effects of co-production 
(Verwoerd et al., 2020; Walter et al., 2007; Wiek et al., 2014). Somewhat more 
recently, scholars have started to point out observed discrepancies between the 
outcomes co-production is alleged to achieve in theory and those that are realised in 
practice (Flinders et al., 2016; Oliver et al., 2019). In their recent review of 21 co-
production projects described in literature, Jagannathan et al. (2020) demonstrate a 
gap between co-production projects’ outcomes reported in practice and the 
theoretical scope of their ambitions. While outcomes such as enhanced knowledge use 
were frequent, the societal transformation that co-production promises in theory was 
less frequently reported than may be expected based on theory. Other authors have 
reported outright failures, where co-production projects paradoxically reinforced the 
status quo for marginalised actor groups rather than transforming the power relation 
that the projects intended to do (Felt et al., 2016; Turnhout et al., 2020). Arguably, it 
raises the question whether knowledge co-production projects and programmes 

 
 

 

knowledge is simultaneously ‘a product of social order and […] constitutive of forms of social life’ (Jasanoff, 
2004 in Van der Hel, 2016). 
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should be accompanied with more ambition or more caution (Flinders et al., 2016; 
Lemos et al., 2018).  

Why context matters for knowledge co-production implementation 
While part of the observed theory-practice gap may be explained by a lack of (and 
difficulties with) rigorous long-term evaluation of co-production outcomes (Schäfer et 
al., 2020), a growing body of work points towards societal, political, cultural and 
institutional barriers (Scholz and Steiner 2015b). For example, in their literature review 
on the political and power dimensions of co-production, Turnhout et al. (2020) show 
how prevailing power relations and politics affect how co-production unfolds in 
practice and what outcomes are achieved. They show how attempts to depoliticise co-
production practices leave unequal power relations unchallenged, perpetuated and 
even reinforced, thereby decreasing the likelihood of empowerment and societal 
transformation. Barriers to co-production’s key feature of collaboration between 
researchers and practice experts have also been identified, such as organisational and 
institutional differences that may result in disparate perceptions of time, knowledge 
requirements, goals and mentalities (Boon et al., 2019; Choi et al., 2005), and 
epistemological differences on judging the value of knowledge (Hegger et al., 2012). 
Additionally, diverging from more regular modes of science may (be perceived to) 
pose risks to academic careers, especially for young scholars (Felt et al., 2013).  

It has been argued that science-policy systems in the global North are largely 
organised by techno-bureaucratic institutions that aim to produce scientific facts that 
are free from political values, perpetuating the boundary between science and policy 
(Chouinard, 2013; Flinders et al., 2016). This has given rise to institutionalised 
normative dispositions towards the appropriate relationship between researchers and 
practice experts, and the appropriate role of practice experts in scientific knowledge 
production (van der Hel, 2016). Especially during political crises, it may be in the 
interest of politicians and policymakers to maintain the boundary between science 
and policy, as it allows them to shift blame and avoid responsibility when negative 
policy research is published (Kowalczewska and Behagel, 2019). Consequently, while 
environmental science-policy research may start with the intention of co-production, 
the level of ‘collective experimentation’ that is required to develop actionable 
knowledge is hardly achieved (Felt et al., 2007:26). 

Notably, the above examples all describe contextual barriers and their implications for 
the practice and outcomes of co-production. Here, we side with Felt et al. (2016) who 
argue how contexts (they refer to ‘places’) matter: they contain implicit norms, values, 
customs and power dynamics and actor constellations that prescribe actors’ behaviour 
and are rooted in shared ‘experiences with issues related to technoscience, sense-making 
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narratives, experiences and recognised processes of non-expert participation, as well as 
routine ways of assessing and handling knowledge claims’ (p. 738). Such situated 
contextual properties affect the degree of space for knowledge co-production.  

Because the contextual limits to co-production are arguably of a systemic character 
(Flinders et al., 2016), institutional change is required for it to become part of standard 
research practice. However, as Arnott et al. (2020) point out, little knowledge is 
available on how contextual structures rooted in conceptions of knowledge 
production as a linear process and with a strict separation between scientists and 
practice experts, may be successfully navigated to support and promote co-production 
practices on the science-policy interface. It is to this particular gap this paper seeks to 
contribute. 

Normalisation as a dynamic and emerging process 
This paper aims to gain insight into how policy researchers practise co-production in 
contexts that are more partial to linear conceptions of knowledge production and 
science and policy as strictly separated worlds, and how this affects co-production 
practice and outcomes. In light of this we suggest to consider the introduction of 
knowledge co-production as an innovation in organisational (research) practice. In the 
following text we propose a theoretical lens through which to study the work policy 
researchers do to implement and normalise co-production and discuss its 
operationalisation for the purpose of this paper.   

Since 50 years, scholars have highlighted that approaching implementation as a 
process that takes place in interaction with its context allows for understanding why 
some innovations find uptake into standard practice while others do not (Fullan and 
Pomfret 1977; Havelock 1979; Huberman and Miles 2013). May and Finch (2009) 
further conceptualised normalisation processes as the outcomes of dynamic 
interactions between the innovation’s components and its intended ‘host context’. For 
an innovation to normalise, a level of ‘fit’ or alignment needs to be established 
between the innovation and its context, and May et al. (2016) have identified two 
possible routes to do so.  

Restructuring normative and relational contextual structures 
We expect that policy researchers who seek to practise and normalise knowledge co-
production encounter unconducive normative and relational contextual structures in 
various settings. The first route to establish alignment concerns negotiating these 
dominant normative and relational structures. Through collective action and the 
mobilisation of resources, policy researchers may encourage normative and relational 
restructuring: changes in norms, conventions and routines, and in the entrenched 
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ways that actors interact (or not), respectively.8 When successful, restructuring 
increases the space for practising co-production without making any modifications to 
its features. 

We expect that normative and relational structures in practice are interrelated and 
share a certain degree of overlap, i.e., what is considered appropriate considering how 
knowledge is produced likely has consequences for how relational structures, such as 
interactions between scientists and policymakers, are enacted. Furthermore, as our 
focus of inquiry is directed at the implementation of knowledge co-production in 
projects that occur in contexts of a policy research organisation and its wider policy 
setting, we expect the structures to be of an epistemic nature. Epistemic norms for 
instance consider how different ways of knowledge production are valued and 
considered valid and legitimate. The distinction nevertheless provides analytical depth 
to our inquiry.  

Modifying knowledge co-production components 
Sometimes, it is argued, contextual structures may appear too rigid to restructure. In 
such situations, alignment may be achieved by modifying the innovation’s 
components, such as co-production’s key features as identified in the literature. This is 
the second route identified by May et al. (2016). It is argued a certain degree of 
modification is generally required for an innovation to be workable and aligned to 
contextual structures that cannot be restructured.9 However, scholars warn that 
plasticity beyond the ‘zone of drastic mutation’ (Roitman and Mayer 1982:3) may 
result in the loss of the innovation’s original intent, compromising the innovation’s 
integrity (May et al. 2016). For instance, Felt et al. (2016) point out how ‘structural 
fixes’ in case of a misfit, such as reducing stakeholder participation, are often deployed 
rather than instigating radical change in attempts to open up research to society. This 
example may be explained by the over-modification of a key-feature of co-production 
(i.e., stakeholder participation) in the face of too-rigid structures, by which the 
integrity to co-production’s ideal might be lost (such as stakeholder empowerment).  

We expect that when policy researchers encounter normative and relational structures 
that are too rigid to negotiate and restructure, they will modify certain features of 

 
 

 

8 May et al. (2016) refer to contextual elasticity to address the ease with which these structures may be 
restructured to allow space for a new practice. 
9 May et al. (2016) refer to the innovation’s plasticity: the degree of malleability of its components and the 
discretion practitioners have to alter these to fit the context without compromising its original purpose. 
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knowledge co-production in order to establish the required fit for its implementation 
and, eventually, normalisation. Here, we expect researchers to risk compromising co-
production integrity when co-production features are altered in a way that fidelity to 
its original purpose is lost.  

The above conceptualisation of normalisation of co-production corresponds with 
findings in the field of sustainable development that demonstrate a degree of 
redesigning necessary for an innovation’s social embedding. Hoes and Regeer (2015) 
describe how the adoption of a novel innovation may be promoted through functional 
alignment activities (by adding or removing new components of the innovation or by 
adding new rules) and conceptual alignments activities (by coupling or uncoupling the 
innovation to existing problems, polities and politics, and reframing how the novel 
innovation fits). Alignment activities help researchers to act ‘in-between’: they assure a 
contextual fit, while they slowly transform conventional institutions, identities and 
approaches of knowledge production at the science-policy interface (Kunseler 2017). 

5.3 Methodology 

Embedded case study  
We applied an embedded multiple case study design to study how policy researchers 
negotiate space for knowledge co-production and its normalisation. Embedded case 
studies are appropriate to study phenomena in their real-world context, and involve 
multiple ‘sub-units of analysis’ to allow for a detailed level of inquiry (Scholz & Tietje, 
2002; Yin, 2003). 

Knowledge co-production at the PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 
(in Dutch: Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, PBL) serves as paradigmatic case 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). PBL is a national policy assessment agency that identifies itself as an 
authoritative and impactful knowledge institute on the (environmental) Dutch science-
policy interface and has formulated its mission as ‘…contributing to the quality of 
political-administrative decision-making’, stressing the independence and scientific 
grounding of its research (PBL, 2019). The majority of its researchers have 
backgrounds in the natural sciences. While established under a positivist technocratic 
paradigm, the complexity of contemporary policy issues, accompanied by multi-level 
and multi-actor governance configurations, has led PBL’s managers to start aspiring 
for co-production to become normalised within the organisation’s research practice. In 
line with this pursuit, a large-scale co-production project to evaluate nature policy was 
initiated in 2014. Embarking on this project sparked discussions within PBL on the 
validity of co-production, as many PBL researchers felt uncomfortable with co-
production for evaluation purposes as it seemed to compromise the organisation’s 
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independence and credibility as scientific government advisor (Kunseler, 2017). In the 
years that followed, two more co-production projects for policy evaluation were 
conducted at the PBL. All three projects mentioned here figure as cases to study the 
activities PBL researchers undertake to normalise co-production in this paper.  

Table 5.1 Overview of the projects’ characteristics. 

Case Case 1: Knowledge co-
production for the 
evaluation of the 
Natuurpact programme 

Case 2: Knowledge 
co-production for 
the Regional Deals 
policy programme 

Case 3: Knowledge co-
production for the 
evaluation of the Inter-
administrative Programme 
for Vibrant Rural areas  

Respective 
policy 
programme 
and its 
ambitions 

The Natuurpact 
programme, aimed at 
halting the biodiversity 
decline and improving 
societal relations with 
nature 

The Regional Deals 
programme, aimed 
at making ‘deals’ 
between national 
governments and 
Dutch regions to 
advance regional 
wellbeing 

The Inter-administrative 
Programme for Vibrant 
Rural areas, directed at 
enhancing inter-
administrative 
collaboration and 
instigating a transition 
towards a vibrant 
countryside 

Policy context Decentralised nature 
policy from the national 
government to the 12 
provincial governments; 
increasingly horizontal 
governance of provincial 
nature policy 

Inter-administrative 
partnership between 
the national 
government and 30 
Dutch regions  

Inter-administrative 
partnership between 
national government, 
provincial government, 
municipalities and water 
board directives, manifest 
in 15 rural areas 

Period of the 
project 

2014-ongoing (comprised 
of consecutive three-year 
cycles, of which the first 
(2014-2017) and second 
(2017-2020) had been 
concluded at the time of 
this study) 

2018-2021 2019-2021 

Formal 
commissioners 

2 commissioners: The 
Ministry of Agriculture, 
Nature and Food Quality 
(Landbouw, Natuur en 
Voedselkwaliteit; LNV), 
the Interprovincial 
Council (Interprovinciaal 

1 commissioner: 
LNV 

4 commissioners: LNV, 
IPO, Association of Dutch 
municipalities (Vereniging 
der Nederlandse 
Gemeenten; VNG), Union 
of Water Boards (Unie van 
Waterschappen; UvW) 
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Overleg; IPO) 

Composition 
of project 
team in terms 
of scientific 
backgrounds 

Environmental (3); public 
administration (2); co-
production (1)* 

Economics (2); 
spatial planning (3); 
public-administration 
(1); co-production (1) 

Environmental (2); public 
administration (4); co-
production (3) 

Experience 
with co-
production  

The public administration 
and co-production 
scientists had previous 
experience with co-
production (albeit the 
former two on a smaller 
scale) 

The public-
administration and 
co-production 
scientists had been 
involved with case 1 

Three scientists had 
experience with co-
production, among which 1 
project leader 

* The composition displayed here concerns the initial composition of the case 1’s team, which changed 
slightly over time.  
 
Co-production for policy evaluation constitutes a particularly opportune setting to 
study how researchers seek to navigate or accommodate challenging and rigid 
structures to practice knowledge co-production. Policy evaluations inherently have 
political dimensions (Bovens et al., 2009) that harbour institutionalised societal and 
political expectations regarding what policy research is and ought to do. As a 
consequence, the contextual structures in which policy evaluation takes place are 
often particularly rigid, reducing the space for knowledge co-production.  

The cases 
The three selected projects evaluated multi-level and multi-actor policy programmes, 
and aimed to develop usable, relevant and socially robust knowledge and 
recommendations, to both evaluate and support the programmes in reaching their 
goals. Research questions were developed in response to questions from practice 
experts and data was collected via ‘transformative’ interviews and reflective multi-
stakeholder sessions. Researchers and practice experts jointly worked towards 
producing socially and politically robust action perspectives based on the projects’ 
research conclusions, which were subsequently reported by the researchers in the 
final reports. The projects differed with regard to the different policy programme 
evaluated, commissioners, duration, the composition of the project teams and the 
degree of their experience with co-production (see Table 5.1).  

Participant observation  
The data for this research is derived primarily from participant observation and 
supported by interviews, document analysis and reflection sessions.  
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Participant observation 
All authors played several roles in the selected cases. Firstly, all authors were involved 
as researcher-practitioners in one or more of the selected cases (author 1 in case 1 
and 2, author 2 and 3 in case 3, author 4 in case 1 and author 5 in case 1 and 3). As 
research-practitioners, we co-developed the projects with PBL and supported co-
production’s implementation. Secondly, we were also involved in the process of 
normalising knowledge co-production at the organisational level. All authors have 
been in contact with all cases studied, and with other relevant projects at PBL. Such 
encounters include author 2 attending seminars and project meetings of case 1 and 2 
respectively, author 5 conducting scientific peer review for another reflexive research 
project at PBL, and author 1, 2, and 5 mapping the societal impact of case 1. Lastly, 
author 1 and 4 currently work at PBL and are tasked with supporting the 
organisation’s pursuit of rendering PBL research practices more reflexive and 
advancing the normalisation of co-production. Taking on roles of participant-
observers for this paper, a method built upon traditions of action research (Wittmayer 
& Schäpke, 2014), our embeddedness allowed for a view ‘from the trenches’: in-depth 
insight into the challenges and barriers researchers encountered when implementing 
co-production and the actions they take to overcome these, as presented in this paper.  

Additional data collection and analysis 
In addition to our participant observations (recorded in field notes), we gathered 
additional data through document analysis, ten in-depth semi-structured interviews 
and four reflection sessions. The documents analysed include project proposals and 
documents containing the official requests as formulated by commissioners, providing 
us with fundamental information about the intention, goals and nature of the project. 
Interviews were conducted with the cases’ project leaders, several team members and 
the supervisor of two of the three cases. The interviews covered key motivations to 
conduct a co-production project (the goal and nature of the project and a reflection on 
the team’s and PBL’s role in the policy program), the involvement of stakeholders 
(who, in what way and to what extent), and the way in which the project team 
collaborates (in terms of knowledge integration between different disciplines and 
encouraging reflexivity). After conducting the interviews, a case description was 
developed for each case, describing their most prominent challenges and how these 
were addressed. Drafts thereof were member-checked by the respective research 
teams to strengthen the validity of our observations (Birt et al., 2016). Subsequently, 
reflection sessions were organised, one for each project team, to reflect on the 
findings of the interviews and the case description. During a fourth and final session, 
members of all three cases, supervisors and the chief scientist of PBL discussed action 
perspectives to address PBL’s challenges in normalising knowledge co-production.  
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5.4 Results 

Zooming in: researchers’ alignment activities for implementing co-
production 
We first adopt a zoomed in vantage point and present the actions undertaken by each 
of the three project teams to establish normative and relational alignment between 
contextual structures researchers experience and the aspired co-production approach. 
As we will show, epistemic friction plays a major role therein: most PBL researchers 
have a natural sciences background, rooted in positivist codes of conduct and a 
technocratic understanding of science-policy interactions while knowledge co-
production draws from social-constructivist epistemologies and a deliberative 
orientation to science-policy interactions. Actions to establish normative and relational 
alignment could be divided into the two distinct activities introduced in the 
background: restructuring prevailing structures, and accommodating to these same 
structures, by modifying co-production features.  

Normative alignment 
The term normative alignment refers to alignment between prevailing norms – 
conventions, rules and resources (May et al. 2016) – for knowledge production within 
the multiple contexts of implementation and the theoretical ideals for knowledge co-
production. Established normative structures regard objectivity, independence and 
scientific autonomy as golden standards for scientific rigor and policy impact within 
the PBL organisation. These (predominantly epistemic) norms were for example 
enacted during internal project seminars (a common format used at the PBL to discuss 
projects’ design or intermediate results with interested colleagues beyond the project 
team), where colleagues critiqued the projects for putting researchers’ independence 
at risk, and, consequently, the organisation’s credibility. This was especially the case 
for case 1, as the first policy evaluation of its scale and duration that adopted a co-
production approach, but could also be observed at the start of case 3. Case 2 was less 
visible in the organisation as no project seminars were organised, and therefore 
experienced less critical inquiry within the organisational context. Nevertheless, the 
overall organisational legitimacy of and support for co-production was low. In all three 
cases, unconducive norms were also encountered within the project teams, 
complicating interdisciplinary collaboration. We discuss the activities the teams 
undertook to address this initial lack of legitimacy that resulted from these normative 
frictions between conventional norms and co-production ideals, and that were 
directed either at restructuring or accommodating conventional normative structures. 
Table 5.2 displays these activities.  

Table 5.2 Activities undertaken by the project teams directed at normative alignment. 
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Activities to establish alignment between existing norms and the theoretical ideals of knowledge 
co-production, by... 

restructuring of 
normative structures  

● Coupling co-production to impact frame 
● Coupling co-production to a frame of scientific quality 
● Creating support network 
● Establishing boundary objects 
●  

modifying co-
production features  

● Demarcating collaboration to specific research phases 
 

Restructuring normative structures  
A first alignment activity to create organisational legitimacy, undertaken by the case 1 
and 3 teams, was coupling co-production to the impact rhetoric that is prominent within 
the organisation by arguing that the complex, uncertain, multi-actor multi-level 
governance character of the policy issue at hand demanded a more deliberative 
approach to ‘…increase the quality, usability and impact of the produced knowledge’ 
(final reports case 1, PBL & WUR, 2017:27; 2020:54) Additionally, case 1 invested in 
assessing its policy impact and in publishing the results of this assessment in various 
(Dutch) scientific and policy publications. By framing co-production in terms of 
impact, the teams appealed to the organisation’s identity as an impactful knowledge 
institute.  

Secondly, we observed that the case 1 and 3 teams mobilised resources to involve the 
current authors as ‘co-production scholars’ throughout the projects to ensure expertise 
and scientific grounding in academic literature on co-production. Here, the teams 
coupled the co-production approach to a scientific frame of demonstrating scientific 
quality through academic affiliations and scientific publishing to legitimate and justify 
the use of a co-production approach, thereby adhering to the organisation’s core value 
of generating scientifically sound research. The case 1 team had involved author 1 and 
5 to scientifically ground their co-production approach in academic literature by 
developing a theoretical framework to guide their work (also see the second 
restructuring activity). This framework was used as an important instrument to defuse 
epistemic controversy and developing legitimacy for the approach. Rather than 
presenting co-production as the opposite of ‘regular’ impact assessments for 
accountability purposes (which follow a positivist logic), and siding with responsive 
evaluation approaches oriented to learning (which follow a social-constructivist logic), 
the approach was characterised as a pragmatic combination of the two: a hybrid of 
‘regular’ impact assessments and responsive evaluation. Epistemic conflict was 
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circumvented by arguing that this hybrid would be able to perform both policy 
research’s function of accountability and learning by adopting a reflexive perspective.  

A third alignment activity could be observed in case 1’s project leader’s pursuit of 
actively sharing his experiences and perspective on the value of co-production, both 
inside and outside the organisation, to create legitimacy via building a support network. 
He drew attention to co-production’s potential for policy impact (related to activity 1) 
and coupled conventional standards for objectivity and independence to the teams’ 
approaches to address such standards from a co-production perspective (building on 
activity 2). These actions encouraged familiarisation with and buy-in to co-production 
within the organisation and its wider policy contexts.  

At face value, the first two of these three activities may appear to accommodate to 
normative structures rather than restructuring them. However, in practice they 
created space for co-production without having to adapt co-production features. The 
third activity built on the first two to further expand the space for co-production, 
thereby increasing legitimacy both inside and outside the organisation. Indeed, over 
time, we observed normative epistemic restructuring, in the sense that the validity of 
producing knowledge based on co-production principles became less debated within 
the organisation. For instance, during the final seminar of case 3 (February 2021), the 
organisation’s chief scientist (responsible for supporting the organisation’s scientific 
quality assurance, and who had recently been newly appointed) presented co-
production as an inherently sound approach to policy science: ‘Of course, we don’t need 
to discuss the appropriateness of this research approach, for we know by now that is it a valid 
method.’ This was, in part, also the result of diverse conducive organisational 
developments to which we turn later.  

A fourth alignment activity was directed at alignment within the project team-setting.  
Each team comprised researchers from various disciplinary and epistemic 
backgrounds (see Table 5.1 in case descriptions), each with distinct preferred ways of 
working, skill-sets, and levels of familiarity with co-production. This contributed to 
epistemic controversy within the teams on the research conduct and how to derive 
valid and valuable knowledge (and what this entails). We observed that teams 
established boundary objects, which allowed for interdisciplinary collaboration by 
functioning as a bridge between various epistemic frames. For example, the case 1 
team invested in constructing a shared storyline to inform writing the final report. 
Each of the researchers shared the results from their respective sub-research projects, 
and reflected on each other’s and their own epistemic frames through the process of 
working out how the different pieces could fit together. Similarly, case 2 (after 
realising compartmentalising different parts of the research compromised knowledge 
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integration, which we discuss in Section Relational alignment) and case 3 teams 
developed shared conceptual frameworks to allow for interdisciplinary collaboration 
(also see Section Relational alignment). 

Modifying co-production features to accommodate to normative structures 
Some conventional normative structures experienced within the teams and within the 
organisational context could not be negotiated due to concerns with the level of 
objectivity of the knowledge produced. To illustrate this, we discuss how this played 
out in the context of one of the key features of co-production, namely the 
collaboration with practice experts. This feature challenges PBL’s norms of objective 
and independent knowledge production. To PBL colleagues who were not involved in 
co-production research, the notion that practice experts would have a say in the 
development of the research programme’s methodology and in the formulation of 
conclusions diverged too much from these norms and posed a risk to the integrity and 
credibility of PBL research. Importantly, the desire to demarcate collaboration did not 
only come from PBL researchers who were not involved in co-production research, 
but also from practice experts. For them, particularly for policymakers involved with 
case 1 and 2, it was important that the research results had an unmistakably 
independent status, so the findings could be dubbed ‘evidence-based’ and function as 
solid grounding on which to base policy decisions.  

To address this concern, we observed that the teams demarcated collaboration to 
particular research phases, thereby delimiting when and about what practice experts 
would (not) provide input to the research process. In case 1’s first cycle, a clause was 
included in the research framework that delineated such roles and responsibilities, for 
example stating that determining research methods and the writing of the final 
conclusions would be the researchers’ prerogative. The research plans of case 2 and 3 
also contained such a clause. Indeed, including such a clause in the research plan has 
become part of the organisation’s understanding of how co-production is to be done in 
a sound and integer manner.  

While the institutionalisation of such demarcation of research phases constitutes a 
modification to accommodate to existing normative structures, we also observed 
normative structures stretch as projects and experience progressed. For example, the 
case 1 team experienced that locking out practice experts from discussing methods 
during its first cycle had resulted in decreased usability for some of them: the 
computational model that was used only produced findings on a national scale, while 
a large part of the practice experts operated on a provincial level. To them, these 
findings were of lesser use (Verwoerd et al., 2020). The case 1 team then realised that 
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discussing the methods with stakeholders could potentially have prevented such a 
mismatch, and they did so in the subsequent research cycle.  

Table 5.3 Activities undertaken by the project teams directed at relational alignment. 

Activities to establish alignment between existing relational structures and collaboration ideals of 
knowledge co-production, by... 

restructuring of 
relational structures  

● Building interpersonal relations 
● Developing common ground 
● Establishing managerial endorsement 
● Organising interdisciplinary knowledge integration 

modifying co-
production’s relational 
features  

● Demarcating stakeholder diversity 
● Loose coupling of co-production and other research activities 

 

 
Relational alignment 
Relational alignment pertains to establishing a fit between existing structures and 
customs for science-policy interaction and co-production ideals of collaboration. As 
discussed, collaboration between researchers and practice experts during all research 
phases is a key feature of co-production. While we discussed the normative structures 
clashing with this feature in Section Normative alignment, relational structures 
were also less conducive to this aspect of co-production. Table 5.3 shows the diverse 
actions the co-production researchers undertook to establish relational alignment.  

Restructuring relational structures 
All project teams initially focused on organising interactions with the commissioners 
of the research. Commissioners were also those actors who were the formal owners of 
the respective policy programmes, either national policy makers or associations who 
represented regional governments on a national policy level (see Table 5.1 for an 
overview of the commissioning actors). However, especially for case 1 and 2, 
collaboration with commissioners was not self-evident. Despite that co-production 
was commissioned, some policymakers had concerns that the policy research would 
be used for national accountability purposes – with potential backlash in terms of 
budget and task allocation – which made them less cooperative and unwilling to share 
insight into their policy practices. For example, in case 2 the commissioners at 
national government initially refrained from sharing their policy dilemmas, which 
made it difficult for the team to develop a research design that addressed their 
knowledge needs.  
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Three activities could be distinguished to further develop prevailing relations with 
policy actors. First, the teams invested in building interpersonal relations to develop 
mutual trust. To this end, they organised more frequent face-to-face interactions 
during which they explained the purpose of the research and the importance of 
gaining the policymakers’ input. An open and transparent way of working to inspire 
trust was actively pursued, and, at least to a certain degree, also achieved: over time, 
the respective policymakers opened up and more easily shared insight into their 
practices. For case 3, establishing such open and transparent relations with its 
commissioners was in general less challenging. The policymakers who commissioned 
the learning evaluation took their programme’s ambition of learning and promoting 
collaboration to heart. They therefore stimulated openness amongst policy actors 
involved and were keen to involve the researchers in their efforts from the start. 

The second activity we identified was that of developing common ground. During the 
research, the teams ensured they aligned to the practice experts’ frames of reference 
in terms of language, problem framings, research needs and concerns to establish a 
shared practice and mutual ownership over the research. This could for example be 
observed in case 1’s development of a shared policy theory on the definition and 
naming of nature policy strategies and their potential for biodiversity levels.  

The third activity was directed at encouraging managerial endorsement for practice 
experts to become involved with the co-production projects. We observed project 
leaders and supervisors organise strategic meetings with top-managerial policy actors 
to discuss the co-production approach, who later – e.g., during meetings, workshops 
or presentations – promoted co-production, thereby creating legitimacy and 
endorsement for their constituencies to become more actively involved. The 
normative alignment strategy of building a support network appears to be conditional 
to this relational activity (see Normative alignment).  

Fourth, as for normative alignment, we observed actions directed at establishing 
alignment within the project team setting. To facilitate more fruitful interaction 
amongst researchers with distinct preferred ways of working and skill-sets, the teams 
actively organised interdisciplinary knowledge integration by planning regular meetings 
during which time was reserved to reflect upon their joint work and identify the 
overlaps and synergies between the sub-research projects. For instance, the case 1 
team planned several writing weeks’ during which the team physically got together 
and collaborated on jointly writing the final research report to establish integration 
between the project’s various themes. Similarly, the case 2 team also allocated time 
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and resources in pursuit of knowledge integration and organised several reflection 
sessions in light of this.  

Modifying co-production features to accommodate  to relational structures  
In some situations, relational structures were only (partly) negotiated after they had 
first been accommodated to. We illustrate this by the teams’ search for involving a 
diversity of stakeholders with their research, another key feature of co-production. 
Despite the evident multi-level and multi-actor governance contexts of each policy 
programme, the case 2 and 3 teams especially had difficulty with establishing 
collaborations with more regional actors beyond the commissioners, due to structural 
barriers that proved challenging to negotiate, which included unfamiliarity with the 
regional context, the overwhelming diversity of actors and the lack of previously 
established relational structures at regional level to draw upon. While we observed 
actions on developing common ground – i.e., the teams attempted to attune the 
framing of their research and findings to the regional frames of references during 
multi-stakeholder workshops, thereby seeking to negotiate relational structures and 
encourage regional actors’ involvement – activities to develop relational structures 
with regional actors to involve them more structurally with the research, initially 
remained largely absent. Rather, we observed how the teams demarcated stakeholder 
diversity, for instance by making explicit the research would focus primarily on aligning 
to the knowledge needs of its commissioners (as for case 1 and 3). Stakeholder 
diversity in case 1 did broaden over time. As the team built relations with societal 
organisations through interviews and workshops, and as the team experienced how 
diverse stakeholder involvement was important for the development of relevant and 
socially robust knowledge, an advisory board was initiated through which they could 
give their input on the research scope, findings and conclusions.  

A similar process can be observed with regard to the interdisciplinary collaboration 
within the teams. The investment in interdisciplinary knowledge integration did not 
fully resolve matters of epistemic misalignment within the teams. . To avoid complex 
epistemic discussions,, the teams used the strategy of loose coupling of sub-project and 
themes, which allowed for conflicting epistemologies to co-exist within one research 
project. For example, in case 2, co-production only became the main mode of working 
in a particular sub-project, while ‘regular scientific’ knowledge-production approaches 
were used in the other parts of the project. Similar observations were made for case 
1’s first cycle. Loose coupling also allowed researchers to default into their standard 
research routines. However, as noted earlier, interdisciplinary knowledge integration 
was considered crucial to produce usable knowledge and, as the projects progressed, 
both teams’ members realised that loose coupling prevented knowledge integration. 
In response, in case 1’s second cycle and the case 2 team, additional restructuring 
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activities of establishing boundary objects for organising interdisciplinary knowledge 
integration (fourth activity) were undertaken.  

Zooming out: the cases in their wider contexts 
In this section of the results, we zoom out to appreciate the implementation processes 
of co-production in the individual cases in conjunction and their wider organisational 
context. 

Different degrees of contextual rigidity and modifications lead to different co-
production practices 
The alignment activities undertaken by the teams share a common denominator: each 
was directed at developing legitimacy and buy-in to co-production from the 
perspective of the predominant normative, relational and epistemic structures 
experienced by the teams. When legitimacy could not be developed – i.e., contextual 
structures were too rigid or the teams lacked the capacity to successfully negotiate 
these –, the teams modified co-production features. Interestingly, the cases show 
different degrees of experienced structural rigidity, leading to different decisions 
regarding the modification of features. For example, case 1 experienced highly rigid 
normative structures within the organisational context (e.g., there was much debate 
about the independent position of researchers in co-production), leading to actions for 
normative restructuring as well as the demarcation of stakeholder involvement to 
certain research phases to accommodate too rigid structures. This was less the case 
for case 2 and 3: the normative restructuring instigated by case 1 had reduced rigidity 
(e.g., the debate on researcher independence and other perceived risks of co-
production had slightly ceased), paving the way for subsequent co-production 
projects. Another difference was seen in the rigidity with which relational structures 
were maintained. Case 1 and 2 experienced   of rigidity, leading to additional 
alignment activities to build relationships as well as a demarcation in stakeholder 
diversity, than case 3 (where policy actors explicitly requested for co-production and 
were intrinsically motivated to become involved). In this example as well, case 1 could 
be observed to have set a precedent as there was partial overlap in practice experts 
that were involved with case 1 and 3. Their experiences with case 1 had contributed 
to their enthusiasm for co-production.  

The above observations show that different experiences of the degree of contextual 
rigidity (in different settings) cause diversity in alignment activities and degrees of 
modification, leading to distinct operationalisations of co-production and thus co-
production practices. While outside the scope of this study, it is likely that the success 
with which intended co-production outcomes are achieved is also dependent on the 
degrees of rigidity and modifications.  
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Building co-production capacity 
As discussed in Section 5.2, according to the literature a certain level of on-site 
modification when novel practices are implemented in existing contexts is likely to be 
required for the practice to have workability. However, when a practice gets modified 
too much its original intent might become lost and the integrity of the practice is 
compromised. In the cases, we observed this in how key features such as stakeholder 
collaboration and diversity were only partially satisfied, which compromised the 
quality standard of socially robust knowledge to some extent. Interestingly, however, 
we also observed that rigid structures that had initially led to modifications of co-
production features became re-modified as experience with co-production increased, 
and informed renewed (and successful) efforts for interdisciplinary collaboration. For 
example, while in case 1 the experienced normative structures initially did not allow 
practice experts to have input into research methods, the realisation of the 
consequences for the project’s usability caused methods to become less off-topic in its 
following cycle. Similarly, in case 1 the experienced relational structures led to the 
demarcation of stakeholder diversity to policy actors and the exclusion of societal 
organisations. During the project’s second cycle it was realised that their involvement 
was crucial for their support and social robustness of the findings, leading to the 
instalment of a societal advisory board. Finally, we observed how the case 1 and 2 
teams became aware that the initial delimiting of co-production to particular sub-
projects or themes, due to rigid epistemic structures, compromised the produced 
knowledge’s usability, leading to renewed efforts to  normative and relational 
restructuring.  

In all these examples, initial modifications were re-altered over time and the integrity 
with which co-production was implemented was enhanced. This underscores that 
restructuring and modifying are interacting modalities that should be regarded 
dynamically over time and space. Moreover, the examples show how researchers with 
little initial experience with co-production built co-production capacity as their 
projects progressed.  

The development of co-production capacity was also visible in how researchers whose 
ways of working were primarily rooted in positivist epistemologies shifted towards co-
constructivist epistemic norms during the projects. For example, where some first 
regarded preliminary research findings as something not to be shared outside PBL, 
based on concerns with scientific rigour, they started regarding preliminary research 
findings as suitable material for discussions with policymakers and other stakeholders. 
Researchers who were new to co-production started realising the limits of their own 
knowledge production practices and that practice experts, too, had a wide variety of 
relevant knowledge to bring to the table: ‘Our expert knowledge is also corrected by 
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regional practical knowledge’ (project leader case 2). Co-production capacity was also 
observed to increase as researchers gradually became more sensitised to policy 
frames. Frequent discussions on the research project with policymakers allowed 
researchers to become more familiar with policymakers' mentalities, work preferences 
and perceptions of the research goals, timeliness and research quality. We observed 
how the tone of at least some researchers towards policymakers changed from a 
critical and evidence-oriented perspective (‘policymakers should build on a 
comprehensive engagement with evidence when making policy’) towards a more 
responsive understanding of policymakers’ worlds, including the political fields in 
which they operate and the challenges they encounter (such as the multiple 
accountabilities policy makers face, towards the programme, government, their 
minister and the public in general).  

The above observations suggest that while awareness of co-production features and 
the skills to develop conditions conducive to co-production were not always in place 
from the start, these are developed over time. In such situations, researchers were 
initially inclined to default into embedded routine ways of working – e.g., focusing on 
meeting the knowledge demands of the projects’ commissioners or delimiting co-
production to certain parts of the research – not recognising they were modifying key 
co-production features. As they became aware of the consequences of these 
modifications for the aspired co-production outcomes, they learned to better guard 
co-production integrity by re-modifying certain features. By ‘learning by doing’ and 
sharing these experiences across teams, capacity-building for co-production is 
supported, accompanied by organisational developments conducive to the 
implementation of co-production practices, to which we turn next.  

Conducive organisational developments  
In addition to the alignment activities undertaken by the teams, several organisational 
developments with a likely effect on the experienced rigidity of contextual structures 
could be identified. To start, several PBL employees were observed to direct efforts 
into legitimising co-production. They functioned – more or less intentionally – as 
ambassadors for the approach within the organisation. For example, the supervisor of 
case 1, and later also case 3, actively shared the success of the co-production projects 
within the organisation. She refuted counter-arguments to and misunderstandings 
about the approach, for instance during meetings at managerial level, and committed 
herself to the embedding of co-production with the organisational research practice. 
Additionally, in 2018 and 2019 several other key actors came into play. For instance, 
multiple department managers were appointed with affiliation with deliberative and 
participatory research. This further reduced normative and epistemic discussion on 
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co-production within the organisation. Also, a new chief scientist (responsible for the 
quality control of the organisation’s research) with similar affiliations was hired. Under 
his supervision, an organisation-wide ‘vision on quality’ was developed in which the 
organisation’s regular quality standards for policy research – e.g., objectivity, 
independence, legitimacy and relevance – were adapted to also be suitable for co-
production approaches. The document presenting this new ‘vision on quality’ for 
example provides tools to maintain independence while working close to practice 
experts, such as extended peer review and researcher triangulation. This development 
appears to be conducive to normative restructuring by creating legitimacy for co-
production via a scientific route (see also the second activity in Table 5.2). As such, 
the new chief scientist played an important role for embedding co-production within 
the organisation.  

Similarly, we witnessed organisational developments that appear conducive for 
relational restructuring. We observed how researchers who were pioneering with co-
production (amongst which the aforementioned supervisors of case 1 and 3), initiated, 
with support of PBL’s Executive board, a Community of Practice (CoP) ‘Multi-level 
and multi-actor Governance’ in 2016 to learn about and share experiences with 
knowledge production with regional policy actors and local stakeholders. PBL 
researchers and representatives from regional boards participate in the CoP, as do the 
project teams included as case in our study. This provides them with a platform where 
they can share and reflect upon the normative and relational challenges and dilemmas 
they encountered with their peers. The CoP appears to be conducive to both 
dimensions, although most apparently to relational structures by the engagement of 
local policy representatives in the CoP.  

Parallel to the other developments, epistemic alignment between knowledge co-
production and conventional research approaches was encouraged on an 
organisational level through the introduction of an organisation-wide ‘reflexivity 
frame’ (Kunseler & Verwoerd 2019; Kunseler et al. 2020)  (Kunseler and Verwoerd, 
2019; Kunseler et al., 2020). This frame introduced ‘working reflexively’ as a concept 
to denote researchers’ awareness and proficiency to tailor their research approach to 
the characteristics and context of the policy issue at hand, underscoring the relevance 
and legitimacy of each approach in its own right. By introducing co-production as a 
valid research approach within a larger repertoire of approaches, its embedding within 
the organisation was encouraged. High-profile scholars and policy actors were invited 
to share their expertise and experiences with co-production and reflexivity during 
internal workshops and lectures, further legitimising the reflexivity frame. Author 1 
and 4 additionally supported its enactment by translating the frame’s principles to 
hands-on experiences and guidance (e.g., Kunseler & Verwoerd 2019). Illustrative of 
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the conducive effect of this reflexivity frame was the turnaround of a department 
manager who, while previously highly sceptical about the validity and value of 
reflexivity and co-production, agreed to present how, in his research on the Dutch 
Climate Accord, reflexive working and features of co-production were adopted to 
produce knowledge with impact. 

By themselves, organisational developments can be understood as part of the 
emergence of a wider organisational discourse on the changing role of the 
organisation on the science-policy interface. While one-to-one causal relations 
between these organisational developments and the experienced structural rigidity are 
difficult to assess, it is likely that these developments were conducive to the space 
experienced by the teams for implementing co-production.  

5.5 Discussion and conclusion 
Despite co-production’s increasing popularity, a discrepancy between its theoretical 
outcomes and those achieved in practice is observed, also referred to as a theory-
practice gap (Flinders et al., 2016; Jagannathan et al., 2020). Scholars have pointed 
towards institutional and political barriers that interfere with the implementation of co-
production, causing it to diverge little from their technocratic counterparts in practice 
despite its radical ambitions of societal transformation and sustainable development 
(Turnhout et al., 2020; Van der Hel, 2016). Our aim in this paper has been to advance 
understanding about how the observed theory-practice gap comes into being, by 
exploring the influence of context on the work policy researchers do to implement co-
production. In this section we reflect on the theory-practice gap based on the premise 
that researchers who seek to practice co-production cannot elude normative and 
relational structures, often with regard to the epistemological underpinnings of the 
different knowledge production practices at hand, that occur in the contexts in which 
co-production is implemented. To gain legitimacy and buy-in to their approach, co-
production researchers need to align their practices to conventional structures. 
Drawing from the work of implementation scientists May and colleagues (2016), we 
posited that researchers may do so via either attempting contextual restructuring or 
by accommodating prevailing structures by modifying co-production features. 

Our study empirically unpacked and demonstrated how differences in the rigidity of 
contextual structures and the degree of modifications that are consequently required 
to implement co-production may play a role in the emergence of different forms of co-
production practices and in the way the normalisation processes unfolds over time 
and between settings. From this follows our first reflection on the theory-practice gap. 
This gap should not be understood as static, but rather as continuously negotiated 
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accomplishment, and that co-production’s normalisation process, narrowing this gap, 
can take place incrementally (Borquez et al., 2017; Felt et al., 2016; Hegger & 
Dieperink, 2014; Van der Steen et al., 2018). We argue that researchers in co-
production projects need to learn to recognise and modify both project-level and long-
term restructuring dynamics to further increase the space for co-production. When 
researchers and practice experts exchange experiences with co-production, and 
reflect on (un)conducive organisational and policy developments that affect the co-
production they can enhance the normalisation process. Since we observed the 
implementation of co-production as a negotiated and dynamic process, we conclude 
that normalisation does not necessarily imply that co-production is moving towards 
the ‘ideal’ co-production standards, but may result in a hybrid approach to satisfy both 
conventional and co-production structures.  

Our second reflection on the theory-practice gap therefore problematises the 
inclination of scholars to find the ultimate solution in resolving or closing the gap by 
institutionalising co-production ideals. These institutionalising attempts often fail to 
acknowledge the level and depth of change required to live up to the promises of 
these ideals (Van der Hel, 2020). It is therefore more promising to explore ways of 
‘doing it differently’ without striving for ideal-typical applications. Based on our 
findings we would argue that less-rigorous application of co-production features may 
be permissible – and even necessary to navigate unconducive structures and to 
develop legitimacy – as long as integrity is ensured to an acceptable degree and 
restructuring is initiated in parallel to enhance integrity over time. Instead of 
problematising the suboptimal outcomes of co-production when key features – such as 
sustained stakeholder engagement or stakeholder diversity – are compromised (Van 
Epp & Garside, 2019), our study thus adds nuance to this idea. Our findings showed 
that researchers developed co-production capacity over time and became more 
skilled at contextual restructuring and making modifications without compromising 
co-production integrity. This is pertinent, as it points towards the importance of a 
learning-by-doing perspective on the normalisation of co-production, which resonates 
with work of scholars who have underscored the importance of learning by 
researchers (Fielke et al., 2017) and other actors involved with co-production 
practices for their successful outcomes (Lang et al., 2012; Norström et al., 2020; Van 
Epp & Garside, 2019). As it is unlikely that the conditions conducive to co-production 
are all in place at the outset (Broerse, 1998), we argue that investment in both 
researchers' co-production capacity and their capacity to recognise unconducive 
structures is required to develop skilled co-production practice. Our study shows that 
these capacities can be enhanced by improving knowledge on what the key features 
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of co-production are and by developing skills to implement these key features, 
especially when stakeholder participation is concerned.  

 

Figure 5.1 Heuristic tool for creating space for knowledge co-production. 

In support of capacity-building, we propose a framework to guide reflections and 
inform . action learning to know when and what modifications are permissible or when 
more investment in restructuring is required to   to make space for their aspired co-
production practice (see Figure 5.1). The action learning cycle (Kemmis & 
McTaggart, 2000) may function as a heuristic tool in light of this, guiding reflection 
and  thereby contributing to capacity-building. It consists of four interrelated steps 
that co-production practitioners can iteratively navigate to align co-production 
aspiration to the implementation context. 

The step ‘Observe’ asks for awareness of the (epistemic) normative and relational 
structures in the organisational and policy contexts in which co-production is 
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implemented, and which affect the space available for co-production in these contexts. 
Moreover, it asks for awareness of the availability of expertise and capacities to 
operationalise co-production features. The step ‘Reflect’ enables co-production 
practitioners to reflect on the need for alignment work to create space for co-
production or deal with the limited availability of expertise to implement co-
production features. The type of reflection can be either oriented towards the 
(un)conducive structures in place (Type A) or towards the integrity of co-production 
features (Type B). This interaction between these types should be perceived as 
dynamic in time, and comprehending this interplay requires that co-production 
practitioners actively reflect on their choices in relation to the context in which they 
operate. The distinction between Type A and Type B reflection in our framework is 
thus a mere simplification of this dynamic interplay, and they should take place in 
tandem. The step ‘Plan’ can be explicated as a decision-making process in which the 
alignment routes are identified, in accordance with Type A and B: to reduce the 
rigidity of contextual structures, normative and relational restructuring are needed 
(Type A) while modifying co-production features should not compromise integrity 
(Type B). The ‘Act’ step is supported by the list of restructuring and modifying 
activities that we identified in this study (see Tables 5.1 and 5.2), knowing that it is 
non-exhaustive and can be complemented by other scholars and practitioners who 
practice co-production in their implementation context. We encourage the use of this 
heuristic tool, as it enables co-production practitioners to build capacities for 
reflexively implementing the co-production process in alignment with the social-
political settings in which co-production occurs.  

We further argue that researchers also need to build capacity on how to deal with 
unconducive structures in the context in which they operate, because it would be 
naive to simply presume that teams and organisations that invest in researchers’ co-
production capacity would, by themselves, be successful in overcoming deeply 
entrenched structures. Such structures may for example include power dynamics and 
cultural differences at the science-policy interface that compromise co-production’s 
potential (Turnhout et al., 2020). At the same time, in our study, we have identified 
various conducive organisational developments that, through interactions with the 
projects, positively affected normalisation. On an organisational level, normalisation 
can thus be furthered by purposefully organising such interactions, for example by 
installing communities of practice, in which co-production practitioners may learn 
from their mutual engagement about how to improve their practice (Wenger, 1998). 
When researchers learn to reflect on their own practices of alignment they become 
aware of prevailing routines and norms and in which ways they do (or do not) change 
as a result of their alignment practices (Nicolini, 2012). Inspired by each other’s 
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reflections researchers may stretch the internalised ‘boundaries’ of what science-
policy work entails, and enhance organisational conduciveness to knowledge co-
production.  

Although wider contexts were beyond the scope of this study, relevant developments 
in, for example, the policy arena in which co-production is located may also affect 
normalisation of co-production practice, since in this study we found that the 
preferences of policymakers in how to interact with researchers largely inform the 
potential for normative and relational restructuring to implement co-production 
features without losing integrity. For researchers aspiring to conduct co-production 
practices, this means that they do well to explore to what extent policymakers desire 
collaboration with researchers, to what extent other actors can be engaged and in 
which research phases. The normalisation of co-production also requires capacity-
building and alignment work on the policy side, to enable policymakers to fully 
engage in co-production and experience the benefits thereof.  

To conclude, our study has demonstrated the importance of understanding the 
organisational and policy context in which co-production is implemented not as a 
passive backdrop that may constitute sources of interference, but as actively shaping 
and being shaped by novel practices (Hawe et al., 2009; Squires et al., 2015). 
Normalising co-production involves probing and improvisation on how to best fit and 
adapt innovative aspirations to the implementation context, while further 
enhancement of co-production in policy evaluation projects has to go hand in hand 
with conducive contextual developments that are outside the direct sphere of 
influence of the project. We have seen that this is, indeed, taking place, not in the least 
because the growing popularity of policy programmes on complex multi-level multi-
actor issues increasingly demands continuous learning and co-constructive knowledge 
building. 
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Abstract 
The previous two chapters reflected upon the experiences of policy researchers with 
practising knowledge co-production in evaluation, specifically the challenges they 
encounter and how they seek to address these. From both chapters it became apparent 
that context – and the actors who constitute this context – plays a significant role in the 
space policy researchers experience for practising knowledge co-production. In this 
current chapter, specifically the policy context in which co-production occurs is discussed 
to address research sub-question 3. The chapter reflects upon the third study of this thesis, 
based on the impact assessment of the Natuurpact research project’s second cycle (2018-
2020).  

The chapter aims to explore how policy actors and researchers involved with the 
Natuurpact project understand its impact and value its deliberative and reflexive approach, 
and the implications of their appraisal for the project’s design and execution. Four ideal-
typical impact rationales are identified which national and provincial policy actors, societal 
actors and policy researchers draw on to understand and appraise the project’s impact: the 
accountability, instrumental, network and transformative rationale. At face value, these 
rationales appear fundamentally incompatible, as they encompass conflicting ideas on the 
appropriate function of evaluation (e.g., accountability vs. learning), roles of evaluators 
(e.g., distant experts vs. critical friend) and subsequent quality criteria. In practice, 
however, actors mobilise multiple rationales interchangeably. Additionally, which rationale 
is recruited is observed to be influenced by political developments, including nearing 
nature policy goals deadlines and developments regarding adjacent policy domains (e.g., 
agriculture and climate change). It is found that such developments simultaneously 
delimits and strengthens the interest of actors regarding knowledge co-production, as both 
the accountability and transformative rationale are drawn upon more frequently in the face 
of these developments. This presents difficulties for policy researchers who seek to adhere 
to actors’ knowledge demands to design impactful knowledge production processes. It is 
suggested that to address these coexisting impact rationales, there should be more 
attention for organising constructive conflict between impact rationales during the 
knowledge production process.  
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6.1 Introduction 
‘Wicked’ sustainability issues characteristically combine high-stake decisions with high 
technical uncertainty at the system level (Ney & Verweij, 2015). The co-production of 
knowledge can help address this by ensuring that a wide range of societal discourses 
are included in discussing potential solutions (Frame & Brown, 2008). In co-
production processes, researchers actively engage stakeholders in generating shared 
knowledge to best inform strategic (policy) action (Arnott et al., 2020b). Ideally, this 
deliberative process is also reflexive, that is, it challenges system properties that seem 
self-evident, but are in many ways part of the problem (Voss et al., 2006). With the 
increasing popularity of deliberative and reflexive knowledge co-production processes 
comes questions about how to measure their impact and how concerns over their 
impact relate to their design (Schäfer et al., 2020).  

Various scholars have tried to answer these questions. Some have identified generic 
impact pathways that can inform future endeavours (e.g., Chambers et al., 2021; 
Frantzeskaki and Kabisch, 2016; O’Connor et al., 2019; Schneider et al., 2019; Wiek et 
al., 2014). The literature on evaluation and knowledge utilisation is rich in conceptual 
and empirical work on designing knowledge production processes with impact (James 
& Jorgensen, 2009; Kirkhart, 2000; Weiss, 1995). Scholars in these fields highlight how 
the context surrounding a knowledge production process affects how its impact 
unfolds (Dunn & Laing, 2017; Hansson & Polk, 2018; Tangney, 2017; Tangney & 
Howes, 2016). Political dimensions in particular affect how and what type of impact is 
generated because the knowledge needed and the value placed on knowledge 
production processes and outcomes are subject to (changing) political priorities 
(Kowalczewska & Behagel, 2019). Indeed, Tangney and Howes (2016, p. 1128) show 
that the ‘political acceptability of science’ is crucial for knowledge to impact policy 
decision-making.  

The literature, however, tends to overlook how actors involved in knowledge co-
production appreciate the process and its impact (O’connor et al., 2019). This is 
striking because this is important for understanding how context influences the way 
impact emerges and is valued. Such understanding is particularly important for co-
production processes, as these involve diverse actors and potentially a myriad 
understandings of what impact (should) entails. We contribute to fill this omission by 
empirically investigating how actors’ understandings of a knowledge co-production 
process’ impact are influenced by the political contexts in which the process occurs. 
Furthermore, we study how actors’ understanding and valuing of the process and its 
impact influence co-production process design.  
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We draw on a Dutch three-year (2018–2020) reflexive evaluation of the national 
nature policy programme, conducted by the PBL Netherlands Environmental 
Assessment Agency, a national institute for strategic policy analysis that advises the 
government on environmental issues and nature policy. The evaluation (Dutch: 
Lerende Evaluatie Natuurpact; LEN) was a knowledge co-production process: national 
and provincial policymakers, societal organisations and policy researchers 
collaborated to produce actionable knowledge on the nature policy program’s 
achievements in light of its goals. The LEN took place in a politically-laden context 
because the nature policy had been decentralised, shifting responsibilities from the 
national government to the provincial level in 2013. Since then, little progress had 
been made, while the 2027 deadline for achieving nature policy goals (some of which 
were set to meet the European Union’s biodiversity goals) was drawing near. PBL 
commissioned three of this article’s authors to review the LEN’s impact. They set out 
to assess how the involved actors valued the knowledge co-production process and 
understood its impact. 

Below, we first develop an analytical lens for understanding how actors perceive 
impact, drawing on literature regarding policy-oriented knowledge production and 
impact assessment. We then describe the case and our research methods, followed by 
a discussion of the four ‘impact rationales’ we constructed from our empirical material, 
including how these interact and coexist. In section 5, we discuss the coexistence of 
multiple impact rationales and its implications in light of relevant literature. We also 
offer considerations for designing knowledge co-production processes that address 
(and embrace) that coexistence.  

6.2 Understanding the impact of knowledge co-production 
In the literature on policy-oriented knowledge (co-)production, what counts as 
‘impact’, what types of impact can be observed and how impact can be assessed is 
highly debated (e.g., Chambers et al., 2021; Loeber et al., 2011; Schneider et al., 2019; 
Wiek et al., 2014). Interestingly, discussions about impact show a relation between 
two issues: perceptions of what impact entails determine the types of phenomena 
studied to assess the effects of a knowledge (co-)production process, and this in turn 
determines whether the process is deemed a success. In other words, like beauty, 
impact is in the eye of the beholder. This is especially the case in knowledge co-
production processes. What their impact is or should be is usually a subject of 
deliberation. To understand impact of knowledge co-production, researchers must 
determine whether ‘impact’ should be conceptualised from the outside observer’s 
perspective (the etic point of view; Guba and Lincoln, 1989) or from the involved 
actors’ perspectives (their emic point of view; as argued by O’Connor et al., 2019). 
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Because a co-production process aims to mobilise the epistemic diversity stakeholders 
bring, it seems pertinent to consider their views in assessing its impact. 

This can begin by exploring perspectives on the functions of knowledge in policy 
decision-making processes. Ever since Weiss (1981) observed that evaluations serve 
different purposes in policy processes, the number of empirically identified functions 
has multiplied (e.g., Schoenefeld and Jordan, 2019; Leeuw and Furubo, 2008; Hansen, 
2005). Amongst the most obvious is meeting accountability and compliance demands 
(Nieminen and Hyytinen, 2015; Chouinard, 2013): using evaluations to enable policy 
actors to take responsibility for their actions and to be held accountable is highly 
institutionalised, particularly in the New Public Management era (Bovens et al., 2009). 
Other political functions include improving policies and programmes and legitimising 
(previously made) policy decisions (e.g., Schoenefeld and Jordan, 2019). Additionally, 
policy evaluations increasingly function to inform collaborative and reflexive 
governance (Regeer et al., 2009; Sanderson, 2002) and to help in developing 
communities or multi-stakeholder networks around particular policy issues (Walter et 
al., 2007). Hence, the first dimension we consider in making sense of how actors 
understand impact are their views on the intended function of a knowledge co-
production process (function of knowledge co-production). 

Underlying those views are actors’ often implicit assumptions about how societal 
changes happen, that is, what the ‘pathway to impact’ is. Various authors have 
empirically identified and conceptualised a variety of ways via which impact is 
produced. Schneider et al. (2019) distinguish three (not exclusive) mechanisms 
through which impact is generated: creating new knowledge leading to better, more 
informed and equitable policy and decision-making; enhancing social learning and 
increasing collective action; and developing competencies for reflective leadership. 
Chambers et al. (2021) build on this to identify two main impact pathways: 
establishing knowledge co-production processes aimed at producing scientific 
knowledge, which ‘is expected to shape policy and/or practice’ (2021:4), and adopting 
a broader approach to knowledge production in such processes, which may induce 
social learning and a sharing of experiences. Also, knowledge co-production processes 
may be seen as complex mechanisms that may advance the reflexivity of the actors 
involved by increasing their capacity to understand and challenge the societal, 
political and institutional context in which they operate in (Arkesteijn et al., 2015).The 
perceived pathway to impact has a reciprocal relationship with how one perceives the 
function of knowledge co-production. For example, if accountability is seen as an 
important steering mechanism in policy making – that is, ‘what gets measured gets done’ 
(Van Twist et al., 2015, p. 598) – meeting such accountability demands may be 
regarded as the primary function of a knowledge production process. Alternatively, if 
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the function of the process is to inform reflexive governance, the impact pathway is to 
advance actors’ reflexivity. Given the diversity in (implicit) understandings of how 
knowledge processes can lead to impact, we consider actors’ understanding of how 
impact emerges to be a second relevant dimension for analysing their understandings 
of impact (pathway to impact).  

Finally, the third dimension to consider in studying actors’ understandings of impact 
concerns the way actors identify the problem at stake, as it determines the role they 
see for knowledge production in addressing it. How societal problems are viewed has 
been evolving. Policy problems can be qualified as ‘wicked’ (Rittel and Webber, 1973) 
that is, as dynamic and essentially unique, without a final solution increasingly. A new 
class of notably (global) environmental problems even qualifies as ‘super wicked’ 
(Levin et al. 2012) since time for resolving these is running out, and no single actor has 
sufficient power or discretion to address them effectively. Some argue solutions 
involve fundamental revisions of standing practices and associated beliefs, rules and 
regulations because it is this very constellation that perpetuates their persistent 
character (Schuitmaker, 2012; Smith & Stirling, 2007). Approaching governance as 
part of the problem that requires change is arguably the way forward (‘reflexive 
governance’, Voss et al., 2006) (problem identification). 

The three dimensions discussed above are interwoven: how actors variously define 
the issue (the third dimension) is related to the diversity of views on effective 
pathways to impact (the second dimension) and the function of knowledge production 
(the first dimension). One reason for the varied spectrum of views is that demands for 
accountability and compliance (firmly institutionalised in classic governance modes) 
have not disappeared with the emergence of reflexive governance and the associated 
collaborative knowledge production. Some have observed that policy actors have not 
actually embraced new modes of governance  (Nederhand et al. 2019a) . Thus, 
multiple views on appropriate governance approaches coexist amongst policy and 
societal actors (Nederhand et al., 2019b).  

As stated in the introduction, the political context surrounding the knowledge 
production process influences the type of impact that is achieved because political 
developments affect what actors consider usable and acceptable knowledge for policy 
decisions (e.g., Tangney and Howes, 2016). Kowalczewska and Behagel (2019) add 
that political circumstances also affect actors’ views on the knowledge production 
process itself. They show that political developments cause policy actors to favour 
classical modes of knowledge production over deliberative and reflexive ones, as the 
former are widely assumed to provide independent and objective knowledge that is 
hard to dispute. They also show that, while policy actors often value knowledge co-
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production and expect it to result in usable, action-oriented knowledge, they consider 
the perceived lack of objectivity as potentially jeopardising the legitimacy of the policy 
decisions informed by that knowledge. Moreover, if political stakes are high, policy 
actors tend to prefer knowledge that legitimises and confirms their policy agenda 
(Flinders and Buller, 2006). In other words, political circumstances may influence what 
kind of knowledge production process is considered appropriate and how it is 
expected to affect policy decision-making. This implies that the understanding of what 
impact is or should be is dynamic in both time and space.  

The three dimensions form an analytical lens for exploring how actors in this case 
study understand the impact of knowledge co-production processes. Using this lens, 
we look at their views on (i) the function of the knowledge co-production process they 
consider appropriate, (ii) the pathway to impact they expect and (iii) the problem they 
identify. We also explore how their understandings of impact are influenced by the 
political context in which the knowledge co-production process is situated. We now 
turn to the research methods used in studying this case.  

6.3 Methodology 

The case and its context  
In 2013 the Dutch national and provincial governments signed the Natuurpact, a 
covenant on nature conservation, in which they agreed to collaborate on nature policy 
goals for 2027, including halting declines in biodiversity (as required by the EU Birds 
and Habitat Directives) and enhancing societal engagement with nature. With the 
Natuurpact, the 12 provinces, rather than the national government, became 
responsible for nature policy formulation and implementation. However, the national 
government remained accountable to ‘Brussels’ for the EU biodiversity goals. 
Additionally, the Natuurpact established that PBL (with partner Wageningen 
University & Research; WUR) would evaluate progress towards achieving the nature 
policy’s goals in three-year cycles (2014-2017, 2018-2020, and so on). To support 
constructive interactions and the intended collaboration between national and 
provincial governments, the evaluation (the LEN) adopted a reflexive and deliberative 
approach aimed at enhancing policy learning. It is thus an example of a knowledge co-
production process.  

The second cycle of the LEN (2018-2020) functions as our case of a knowledge co-
production process. Its main participants comprised national and provincial policy 
actors tasked with developing and executing nature policy, and, to a lesser degree, 
societal organisations (nature organisations and farmer collectives). Participants 
interacted with the LEN research team in several ways: biannual meetings with the 
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LEN’s formal commissioners (the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality 
and the Interprovincial Council) to discuss the LEN’s progress and findings; bimonthly 
meetings with a workgroup of provincial policy actors to ensure the relevance of the 
LEN’s scope, process and findings; and large multi-stakeholder workshops to discuss 
findings and formulate action perspectives.  

One of the main conclusions of the LEN’s second cycle was that provincial policy 
plans were insufficient to attain the biodiversity goals in time. While undisputed 
amongst the participants, this conclusion was politically sensitive because it could be 
interpreted to mean that the decentralisation process had failed, straining the already 
tense relations between national and provincial governments. Additionally, at the 
time, the urgency for nature policy to restore nature quality was further exacerbated 
by what became known as the ‘nitrogen crisis’. Nitrogen deposition norms, for which 
the provinces are responsible, interfered with the biodiversity goals, for which the 
national government is accountable to the European Commission. Moreover, elections 
for the House of Representatives were coming up, increasing the national 
government’s need to demonstrate progress towards nature policy goals. These 
developments, combined with already strained intergovernmental relationships, led to 
a tense political context in which the LEN was conducted. 

Research methods 
We (LV, BR and PK) were involved in the 2018–2020 LEN as external academic 
experts on reflexive monitoring, evaluation and knowledge co-production, and 
supported the project’s design and execution. As participant-observers, we 
documented relevant internal and external developments in field notes. We (HB, LV 
and PK) were also commissioned by PBL to review this LEN’s impact on policy.  

Data for the study into the LEN’s policy impact was collected through document 
analysis, surveys, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and self-evaluations. The 
document analysis included the LEN evaluation proposal and final report and meeting 
minutes (from LEN project team meetings and from meetings between the LEN 
project team and LEN participants), which we used to map out the knowledge co-
production process and contextual (political-administrative) developments. We also 
analysed national and provincial nature policy plans and parliamentary papers 
referencing the LEN and scrutinised them for changes in line with the LEN’s findings. 
An exploratory survey was given to over 200 participants (specific group response 
rates: 100% of the four commissioner representatives, 50% of the 12-member 
provincial workgroup, 32% of the 16-member societal advisory board; overall 
response rate, including actors less actively involved: 17%) to gain initial insight into 
their experiences and views on the LEN and its impact. These insights guided 15 in-
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depth semi-structured interviews with national (2) and provincial (7) policy actors and 
societal organisations (6). The interviewees ranged from LEN commissioners to 
participants and came from administrative, strategic-managerial and operational 
levels. Subsequently, two focus groups were held with in total 11 policy actors as 
participants and the LEN project leaders (3). Because we were focusing on 
participants’ views on impact and on the value of the reflexive approach for achieving 
impact, we used an action-value attribution framework (Hellström, 2015). 
Respondents were asked what impacts they perceived the LEN to have had on their 
(policy) practice, which particular elements of the knowledge co-production process 
had contributed to this (or not) and what they perceived as the strengths or 
weaknesses of the process. Finally, the researchers’ perspectives were studied using 
their field notes, a self-evaluation of the LEN research team (guided by LV and HB) 
and discussions on the scope and character of the next LEN cycle. All data were 
analysed via content analysis. 

6.4 Four rationales on impact of reflexive evaluation 
In examining the LEN’s impact we identified patterns in actors’ views on what the 
LEN’s impact is or should be. From these, we constructed four ideal-typical impact 
rationales: accountability, instrumental, network and transformative. As ideal-types, they 
do not correspond exactly with empirically observable phenomena but instead 
provide analytical concepts that may be used to inform future theory and research 
(Shils & Finch, 1949). We named these rationales because they are sets of reasons that 
help explain individuals’ sayings and doings vis-a-vis particular questions about 
knowledge co-production and its impact. In the following subsections, we first 
elaborate on each rationale and then reflect on their mutual relations. We also discuss 
our observation that although some actors (and actor groups) generally adhered to 
one particular rationale, they also frequently employed others. To protect 
respondents’ anonymity, they are identified as R1, R2, and so on. 

The accountability rationale  

The hard evaluation of goal attainment has not been conducted: how much has been realised 
[referring to the goals], how much money has been spent. The accountability. (R10) 

The first rationale, the accountability rationale, was most frequently used by national 
policy actors and some societal actors.  

When discussing the LEN’s impact, some national government respondents indicated 
that they lacked knowledge about the provincial nature policy plans: what steps are 
the provinces taking to meet the biodiversity goals? They also lacked information 
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about the differences between the provinces in this regard. Thus, these actors 
expressed a need for more transparent information on the provinces’ strategies and 
their effectiveness. Those voicing this need tended to emphasise the growing urgency 
for reaching the Natuurpact goals, referring to the fast-approaching 2027 EU 
biodiversity deadline and the nitrogen crisis, for both of which the national 
government is accountable to the EU.  

In this rationale, transparency about provinces’ efforts in working towards the nature 
policy goals is key to achieving impact and attaining goals, as this makes it possible to 
hold the provinces accountable. Clarity in numbers is considered essential to the 
(political) commitment to act, as one respondent illustrates in reference to the LEN’s 
first cycle: In the first LEN, the provincial representative at that time said: ‘I was shocked by 
this, it means we need to take a few extra steps.’ What she referred to were the numbers [in the 
LEN] (R10). Accordingly, respondents see the LEN’s primary function as providing 
transparency into provincial policies to promote accountability.  

These respondents also generally critique the LEN’s final report for its perceived ‘soft’ 
tone. They tend to view its conclusions as ‘too friendly’ (e.g., R7 and R11), ‘sensitive to 
policy and politics’ (R10), and sometimes ambiguous, due to the LEN research team’s 
efforts to serve the various actor groups involved (e.g., R11). To some, the LEN has 
lost its credibility: they find its constructive tone irreconcilable with the continuing 
decline of biodiversity. A firmer message, they hypothesise, would reduce ambiguity, 
hold provinces accountable for the nature policy goals, help gain political attention, 
elicit the required urgency for nature policy issues, and increase attainment of those 
goals. 

The general feeling of a lack of accountability was amplified by the LEN research 
team’s decision (made in accordance with the involved actors) to not include 
comparisons between the provinces’ progress or the cost-effectiveness analyses of 
particular strategies, both of which are viewed as paramount in this rationale. Such 
comparisons had so far not been made for political reasons: given the (relatively) 
recent decentralisation and the ecological differences between provinces, the 
provinces were not keen on eliciting benchmarks and ‘competing’. To respondents 
embracing this rationale, however, these concerns are not sufficient justification for 
leaving out cross-provincial comparisons. Regarding cost-effectiveness, 
methodological constraints play a role: the relatively recent investments and policy 
implementations combined with the complex and slow changes in nature values make 
unambiguous measurements of (cost-)effectiveness difficult. Nevertheless, these 
respondents argue that the LEN should at least give approximations.  
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The instrumental rationale 

The great advantage of a reflexive evaluation is that it has become a tool to get 
better results. (R2) 

The second rationale, the instrumental rationale, was used by national and provincial 
government representatives. 

The most distinctive characteristic of this rationale is how the function of the 
knowledge co-production process in the LEN is understood: the LEN is instrumental 
in providing insights that can be used for policy improvement. Most respondents 
embracing this rationale agree that the LEN fulfils this function, both through its final 
report – [The recommendations] are an inspiration (R7) – and through the workshops 
held throughout the project – The sessions allowed for a broader perspective and therefore 
relevant new insights that we can use in our policies. They also motivated us to have these 
discussions in our organisation (R11).  

This group considers the LEN’s impact to be that provinces learn and then use what 
they learn to improve their nature policy plans. Although they value the organisational 
discussions resulting from the LEN, they see its real impact in the direct use of its 
findings in decision-making. As one respondent shared: The LEN recommendations have 
almost seamlessly given us the outline for the new Nature Programme (R2). However, some 
respondents consider the provinces’ low success in attaining goals to indicate not only 
that the provinces’ current strategies are insufficient for reaching the Natuurpact goals 
by 2027 (as was concluded in the LEN) but also that the LEN itself may be ineffective 
because it does not provide the substantive resources decision-makers need to 
redirect current policy plans. 

Respondents using this rationale are generally more content with the LEN than those 
using the accountability rationale. In this view, the knowledge co-production process 
is valuable for generating impact because the multi-stakeholder workshops provide 
timely insights in parallel to policy processes. It also allows for better tailoring the 
research to policy actors’ knowledge needs, enhancing the produced knowledge’s 
instrumentality: I appreciate the recommendations being so close to provincial policy 
practice. With a regular evaluation, you could never have formulated those recommendations 
in this way – and make such a relevant report (R7). However, respondents in this group 
also question how much value actually emerges from the workshops. Participants 
generally attend only one or two workshops, leading to large but changing groups. 
Moreover, the workshop discussions are largely case-specific, making it difficult to 
transfer insights to one’s own organisation. Respondents therefore noted that the LEN 
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‘yields much to those directly involved’ (R2) but has trouble expanding its relevance 
beyond that.  

The network rationale 

 I believe in [an evaluation that is about] the way you work together, the way you want to 
make it better. (R4) 

The third rationale, the network rationale, was embraced mostly by the provinces, 
although societal actors also sometimes used it. 

At the heart of this rationale is the conviction that nature policy is a shared 
responsibility between the provinces, national government and societal actors, 
although each party may have different roles: What a lot of work we have to do together, 
each from their own involvement and responsibility (R14). Putting the multi-level, multi-
actor complexity central in its understanding of nature policy, this rationale regards 
collaboration and coordination in a network as crucial for obtaining the nature policy 
goals. 

In this rationale, the pathway to impact is understood broadly, but the focus on joint 
learning is paramount: If we take a little more time for that [joint consultation and learning] 
with each other, that's incredibly significant. Then you're not reinventing the wheel separately 
in twelve provinces (R14). Impact is perceived to occur through frame reflection via 
interaction with other actors, improved relationships between actor groups (e.g., 
provinces saw particular strategic value in improving their relationship with the 
national government) and increased (societal) support for the LEN’s findings and 
provincial nature policy, all of which are promoted through the knowledge co-
production process. Consequently, the LEN should function as a platform through 
which policy and societal actors engage in joint learning about a range of topics. 

In addition, respondents using this rationale speak highly of the ‘energy’ and 
‘enthusiasm’ that the LEN sparked, especially its workshops. This was frequently the 
first thing that came to respondents’ minds in the interviews. In their view, energy and 
enthusiasm are important conditions for policy learning and collaboration. Thus, 
respondents believe the LEN’s tone should be constructive and appreciative, so actors 
experience space for learning: You should feel free to say what you have experienced (R1). 

However, respondents also thought that the LEN missed the opportunity to stimulate 
learning about policy coordination in the context of decentralisation, particularly 
regarding the role of the national government and how the monitoring process 
(currently different in each province) should be coordinated. Regarding the latter 
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though, the LEN research team experienced little possibility to address this, as 
provinces desired to maintain their autonomy in the monitoring process.  

The transformative rationale 
 
The connection with other domains – agriculture, urban planning, climate adaptation. (...) I 

think that's very much needed to achieve the goals. (R7) 

The fourth and final rationale, the transformative rationale, was especially adhered to by 
the LEN research team. As R16 noted: We see a transformation is on-going, and 
necessary, in nature policy. A few provincial policy and societal actors also used this 
rationale.  

The transformative rationale builds on the understanding that nature policy is complex 
and runs into systemic barriers, especially in interaction with other policy domains. 
This systemic complexity is seen to hamper progress on the nature policy goals: If you 
look at the forces for realising [the goals in nature policy], it's working with housing, the 
energy transition, the large drivers that change the use of space (R7).  

Moreover, users of this rationale see the recent nitrogen crisis as evidence of the need 
for policy learning on a systemic level because, as the fragile legal basis of the Dutch 
nitrogen legislation was well-known in policy circles, it did not lead to a changed 
course of action. Moreover, they see the nitrogen crisis as an illustration of how nature 
policy is impeded by its context: as building permits are withheld to protect nature 
areas, nature becomes framed as impeding economic development in the 
Netherlands, generally causing low(er) political commitment to invest in nature. Thus, 
in this rationale, linking other policy domains and transforming the context of nature 
policy is considered essential to improving nature policy. 

The LEN’s function, according to this rationale, is to enhance the reflexivity of nature 
policy and its involved actors by facilitating system learning, that is, by increasing 
awareness of systemic barriers and identifying ways to overcome them. The reflexive 
character of the LEN is paramount to this rationale. Rather than seeing the LEN as a 
method for enhancing knowledge uptake (instrumental rationale) or improving 
relationships (network rationale), respondents using this rationale see the LEN and its 
reflexivity as an essential tool for guiding policy and societal actors in transforming 
nature policy and its wider context.  

The one adjacent policy field that was incorporated in the LEN (agriculture) and the 
workshops around themes such as ‘nature policy and climate change’ and ‘the barriers 
of nature policy’ were greatly appreciated by most actors involved. However, 
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respondents adhering to the transformative rationale felt the LEN should not focus on 
just one domain or a few workshops but should more strongly incorporate systemic 
barriers. For instance, various respondents reflected on the rigidity of the European 
goals (as formulated in the Birds and Habitat Directives) and how it compromises the 
flexibility they see as required to integrate nature policy goals with the policy 
objectives of adjacent fields, such as agriculture, climate change and spatial planning. 
They felt the LEN should have included (more) research on these policy domains and 
their implications.  

Four impact rationales and their interactions 
Table 6.1 summarises the four impact rationales by highlighting the three dimensions 
of how actors understand impact. The rationales are not standalone – they are co-
constituted by their relationality: each is intrinsically intertwined with (more or less) 
explicit judgements about the others, and they all reflect both the positionality of the 
actors who use them in a given institutional and political context and the dynamics 
present therein. This subsection explores the relationships and tensions between the 
rationales. 

We found that the accountability and network rationale seemed most at odds with 
each other. This was especially evident in actors’ struggles to understand each other’s 
priorities regarding the LEN’s functions. For example, respondents using the network 
rationale dismissed statements about a too-soft framing of the LEN’s findings and 
instead emphasised that decades of stringent accountability-oriented evaluations had 
not resulted in achieving the biodiversity goals. Those using the accountability 
rationale countered that a too-soft tone and a focus on learning would decrease the 
sense of urgency needed for timely goal attainment. In addition, they claimed that the 
close collaboration between researchers and policy practice would risk compromising 
the quality (i.e. objectivity and independence) of the LEN – a risk that ultimately might 
lead to dwindling political acceptance of its findings: You can [do co-production] for a 
while, but at some point [researchers] become part of the [policy] process and can't fulfil the 
role of evaluator anymore. I expect that parliament will be even less willing to accept that the 
LEN findings are an objective representation of what is going on (R13). Respondents’ ideas 
about the appropriate role for policy researchers also conflicted: those using the 
accountability rationale (and, to a large extent, those using the instrumental rationale) 
thought an independent, distant expert was required, while  
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those using the network rationale favoured a facilitator of learning processes 
interacting closely with policy actors.  

The accountability rationale was also at odds with the transformative rationale. Actors 
using the accountability rationale considered including other policy domains to be 
distracting, and they thought doing so made goal attainment unnecessarily 
complicated. However, this ‘too-narrow’ approach frustrated respondents using the 
transformative rationale: [It seems that] if it doesn't serve Natura 2000 areas, it's not 
important (R7). The transformative rationale also differed from both the accountability 
and instrumental rationales regarding perceptions of policy researchers’ place in the 
policy process. To those using the transformative rationale, policy researchers were 
seen as welcome guides who support actors in their collective search for improving 
nature policy rather than as distant researchers: In particular, I remember the lead 
researcher. How he struggled – but with a smile. I think that's super positive, because I don't 
have the answer either (R3).  

Despite the strict differences in how the LEN’s impact is understood within the ideal-
type rationales, in real life, the rationales were not as incompatible as they may seem: 
actors were well aware of the different views on problem identifications and impact 
pathways, and they appreciated multiple impact rationales. For instance, respondents 
embracing the accountability rationale, nevertheless valued the impacts considered 
most important by those using the instrumental and network rationales, such as 
provincial policy actors learning about nature policy, the constructive discussions and 
improved (governmental) relationships. Also, many respondents who embraced the 
network or transformative rationale believed that a stronger framing of the LEN’s 
conclusions would help ensure political commitment, which they also considered 
important. Moreover, despite their appreciation for networking and learning, some 
indicated that accountability remains important because it is inherent to policy 
practice: I don't find accountability exciting, or scary. I don't see that as reckoning either. It 
has to be done because it's public money (R14). Lastly, one respondent using the 
transformative rationale emphasised the importance of collaboration but also doubted 
how much it advances goal attainment: We have to find a meaningful dialogue. Whether 
that leads to increased goal attainment; I have my doubts about that (R3).  

Although we observed some strong divergences between individual actors in specific 
actor groups, national policy actors tended to prefer the accountability rationale, 
whereas provincial policy actors mostly used the network rationale. This difference 
was in line with their positions in the nature policy system and their subsequent 
accountabilities. Societal actors did not appear to favour any one rationale, while 
policy researchers used the transformative rationale most frequently.  
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Which rationale respondents used was influenced not only by intrinsic motivations but 
also by external, political circumstances. For example, because of a perceived lack of 
urgency amongst provinces, especially given the nearing EU biodiversity deadline and 
the current nitrogen crisis, the accountability rationale had become more prominent. 
Respondents attributed this to the accountability culture amongst national policy 
actors. They claimed that national politicians were increasingly seeking to control 
nature policy progress, despite the decentralisation: [the House of Representatives] 
struggles with the fact that it can no longer actively manage nature policy (R13). This 
accountability pressure was also felt amongst other respondents: At some point, we 
cannot escape saying something about the effectiveness of the policy pursued in recent years 
(R2).  

Another example involves the transformative rationale, which was increasingly used 
by actors who considered adjacent policy domains important for nature policy, such 
as the nitrogen crisis and climate change. They argued that systemic and 
transformative action was required to achieve the goals in all these domains. This 
perspective was rooted in the current broader policy discourse on integrative policies 
in the Netherlands (and beyond). Interestingly, even some respondents who used the 
accountability rationale were not opposed to integrating adjacent policy domains in 
the nature policy itself. However, they questioned what, if any, role the LEN should 
play in integrating them. Indeed, it appeared as if also some respondents using or 
wanting to use the transformative rationale felt constrained from doing so. For 
example, several respondents said that despite the perceived importance of system 
learning, the focus should be kept on the existing nature policy frameworks: ‘It is an 
evaluation of the Natuurpact. That's the policy framework’ (R15). Thus, they felt there was 
little space to work outside those boundaries.  

The prevalence of the accountability rationale has implications for how much 
discretion policy researchers felt they have to include domains or topics not explicitly 
recorded in the Natuurpact agreement. The LEN research team generally preferred 
moving towards a transformative perspective: We feel system learning is necessary, and 
would like to approach the next evaluation from a more transformative angle (R16). Yet they 
experienced, in preparing the next LEN cycle (2021–2023), that support amongst 
national and provincial governments for this perspective is not self-evident.  

Although respondents criticised certain (lack of) elements of the LEN, they all also 
recognise its value. Thus, our overall findings suggest that the LEN generally managed 
to accommodate all four rationales simultaneously.  

6.5 Discussion & conclusions 
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This paper aimed to elucidate how actors’ understandings of the impact of knowledge 
co-production are influenced by the political contexts in which that co-production 
takes place. In this section, we reflect on the paper’s contributions to the literature and 
assess what our findings suggest for the design of future knowledge co-production 
processes.  

We constructed four ideal-type impact rationales – accountability, instrumental, network 
and transformative – that respondents used when appraising the LEN’s impacts. Each 
rationale manifested through different ideas about the function of knowledge co-
production, the perceived pathway to impact and the identified problem (see Table 1). 
The accountability and instrumental rationales were similar in their linear 
understanding of the impacts of a knowledge co-production process and their 
technocratic view on science–policy interfaces, whereas the network and 
transformative rationales both understood impacts as being embedded in a knowledge 
co-production process and they shared a more deliberative perspective on science–
policy interactions. The rationales also reflected diverging ideas about the appropriate 
functions of knowledge co-production and the roles of policy researchers. For 
example, according to the accountability and instrumental rationales, policy 
researchers should be undisputedly impartial, objective and separated from policy 
practice, all of which are considered at risk during knowledge co-production. In the 
network and transformative rationale maintaining a strict separation between science 
and policy is deemed counterproductive because doing so could obstruct the 
deliberation and collective search seen as required for advancing nature policy. These 
differences and tensions between rationales compare with those described by 
researchers distinguishing between modernist and reflexive knowledge production 
‘imaginaries’ or ‘logics’ (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016; Verwoerd 
et al., 2021), which have been found to guide policy researchers’ practices.  

While we saw patterns between actor groups and rationales, no single rationale was 
uniquely associated with a distinct actor group. This corresponds with others’ findings 
that actor type is not necessarily predictive of perspective (Cuppen et al., 2010). 
Moreover, individuals seldomly adhered strictly to one rationale and how they used 
rationales appeared to be dynamic over time. For example, usage of the accountability 
rationale, in which more classical science–policy interfaces and focus on 
accountability are preferred, increased over time as the urgency of the 2027 deadline 
increased. This finding confirms the observation that political developments may 
lessen policy actors’ interest in deliberative knowledge co-production processes 
(Kowalczewska & Behagel, 2019) because more distinctly separated science–policy 
relations may allow them to avoid political accountability for policy decisions (Flinders 
& Buller, 2006). However, we also saw the transformative rationale’s use increase: the 
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nitrogen crisis was viewed as proof of the interwoven character of multiple policy 
domains, implying that system-level action and learning is necessary. Thus, although 
political developments elicit a response to use the historically more embedded 
accountability rationale (e.g., Chouinard, 2013), they may also increase the perceived 
importance of system transformation and thereby increase actors’ interest in 
knowledge co-production.  

Our findings have implications for the design and assessment of knowledge co-
production processes aimed at influencing policy processes. This regards frameworks 
that aim to formulate criteria for usable knowledge, such as the CRELE framework 
(credibility, relevance and legitimacy; Cash et al., 2002), ACTA (applicability, 
comprehensiveness, timing and accessibility; Dunn and Laing, 2017), Weiss’ (1995) 
criteria for usable knowledge (relevance, conformity, quality, action-oriented and 
challenging) and Dewulf et al.'s (2020) recently proposed logics of consequentiality, 
appropriateness and meaningfulness. Some scholars contest the practical use of these 
frameworks, arguing that the proposed criteria neglect the complex interplay between 
a project, its context and the surrounding politics (Dunn & Laing, 2017; Hansson & 
Polk, 2018; Tangney, 2017; Tangney & Howes, 2016). Impact is thus not solely 
dependent on a process’ internal quality. Our study adds to this by underscoring 
previous arguments that it is largely impossible to fully predict which criteria will be 
considered important or what knowledge will be considered relevant, and by whom 
(Huitema & Turnhout, 2009b). Our findings show that policy researchers’ face 
complexity as to what actors deem ‘usable’ which is rooted in different rationales that 
change over time due to external political developments and, in turn, affect how they 
value co-production itself.  

How, then, should policy researchers deal with coexisting impact rationales when 
designing knowledge co-production processes? Given that such reflexive, deliberative 
processes are rooted in literature on deliberative, reflexive and transformative 
research, which arguably shows more affinity with the network and transformative 
rationales, researchers may be tempted to discourage the accountability and 
instrumental rationales. However, this dismisses the political pressures that are shown, 
in our findings and previously by Kowalczewska and Behagel (2019) and Flinders and 
Buller (2006), to encourage the use of accountability and instrumental rationales. We 
argue that even though using a unified perception of impact may initially seem more 
helpful, the epistemic roots of knowledge co-production mean that the multiplicity of 
ways to look at impact should be embraced. This is in line with the literature on 
dealing with contemporary sustainability challenges, which considers including 
diverse perspectives important for improving the quality of knowledge for policy 
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decisions: that is, co-producing knowledge (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993; Norström et 
al., 2020; Pohl, 2008).  

Embracing the four impact rationales requires explicit and open conversations with 
policy researchers and amongst participants about their different needs and 
expectations regarding the desired impact. These conversations will undoubtedly give 
rise to new conflicts. However, such explicit conversations are essential to address the 
recent argument that co-production processes are often devoid of critical reflection on 
how dominant actors and complex politics shape the co-production process and 
reinforce such existing inequalities (Turnhout et al., 2020). In addition, scholars such 
as Cuppen (2012b) and Laws and colleagues (2014) argue that conflicts can be 
‘constructive’. Conflicts can enhance learning by challenging embedded and implicit 
assumptions (2012b), and they can increase and sustain actors’ engagement with the 
problem in question (Laws et al., 2014). For a constructive conflict, these scholars 
emphasise the importance of first identifying and understanding the existing 
perspectives on the issue. In that sense, the four impact rationales identified in our 
study provide a useful starting point for conversations on what type of impact a 
particular knowledge co-production process ‘should’ generate.  

Accepting the four rationales’ coexistence also implies that the conversation about the 
co-production process’ desired impact is a continuous one. This suggests that such 
conversations should focus on learning, and consensus should not be a goal in itself 
(Cuppen, 2012b). For learning to happen, all actors (both participants and policy 
researchers) must acknowledge that the four rationales each have their own ‘unique 
contributions’ and generate different types of resources and impacts (Brugnach & 
Ingram, 2012). Learning about and acknowledging each other’s contributions may also 
enhance the ‘interpretative flexibility’ (Pinch & Bijker, 1984) of a knowledge co-
production process. In other words, the conversation about the four impact rationales 
should be geared towards the question of how a co-production process can better 
accommodate all four perspectives. Policy actors who already use multiple rationales 
can aid in this pursuit by acting as ‘boundary spanners’ between different rationales 
(Williams, 2002).  

In further dealing with the rationales’ coexistence we draw from scholars’ suggestions 
for using formative evaluation (Lux et al., 2019; Norström et al., 2020) or reflexive 
monitoring (Botha et al., 2016; Van Mierlo et al., 2010) to guide co-production 
processes in progress. This would preferably be ‘conducted by an extended peer group 
comprising experts from both science and practice’ to support iterative learning for 
adapting the co-production design as policy progresses and needs change (Norström 



Impact assessment in context | 

137 | 
 

et al., 2020). We would add that this peer group should represent the multiplicity of 
impact rationales identified in this study.  
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Abstract 
After first attending to policy researchers’ challenges with and activities for knowledge co-
production in evaluation, and the influence of the contexts in which their projects occur on 
normalisation, I now turn to a reflection on my own role as reflexive monitor during the 
Natuurpact research project. This current chapter approaches the potential of this role for 
supporting the normalisation of co-production from a theoretical point of view (sub-
question 4).  

In this chapter, the research on reflexive monitoring is positioned in the field of 
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI), a co-produced research & innovation (R&I) 
process that occurs in interaction with a broad range of involved actors. RRI can be seen 
as an approach aimed at a more democratic, responsible mode of knowledge production 
that seeks to align R&I processes and outcomes with societal value and needs. It is argued 
that the developments as regards RRI’s conceptualisation and enactment have increased 
the need to establish whether RRI leads to the assumed outcomes. Looking beyond its 
aspirations, can RRI’s environmental and societal merit be proven? The case is made that 
for assessing such claims, classical evaluation approaches assume a too-linear view on RRI 
processes and its outcomes, leading to evaluation findings that are seldomly suitable to 
feed back into the process to improve its quality. This chapter explores conceptually what 
the potential of Reflexive Monitoring in Action (RMA) could be for monitoring and 
assessing RRI. RMA is an interactive and action-oriented methodology for monitoring 
complex projects that aim to contribute to sustainable system innovation that encourages 
and supports experimental and reflexive learning. With RMA, an appointed reflexive 
monitor observes and reflects on the RRI process, promoting RRI’s key features of 
anticipation, openness, diversity and responsiveness by facilitating recurring and 
systematic reflection on these features. Ultimately, it is argued that RMA could be a 
relevant methodology for simultaneously promoting and assessing RRI projects.   

In the following chapter this is put to the test and the potential of RMA is empirically 
explored by reflecting upon the merit and intricacies of my role as reflexive monitor during 
the Natuurpact research project’s first cycle (2014-2017).  

 

Published as: 

Klaassen, P., Verwoerd, L., Kupper, F., & Regeer, B. J. (2021). Reflexive Monitoring in Action 

as a methodology for learning and enacting Responsible Research and Innovation. In E. 
Yaghmaei & I. Van de Poel (Eds.), Assessment of Responsible Innovation: methods and 
practices (pp. 222–243). Routledge. 
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7.1 Introduction 
In recent years, a considerable amount of conceptual and practical work has been 
done under the umbrella term Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI). From its 
onset, RRI has been framed and developed in both policy arenas and academic 
spheres, leading to a rich variety of interpretations and approaches (Ribeiro et al., 
2016). Certain actors emphasise the framing of RRI as a governance framework, 
whereas others frame it as actively co-shaping research and innovation (R&I) 
trajectories in interaction with a broad range of actors involved. In general terms, RRI 
is seen as an approach to align the values and purposes that drive science and 
innovation with the values, interests and needs of society in order to steer towards 
outcomes that are societally beneficial, ethically acceptable and environmentally 
sustainable. The conceptual work sometimes aims at tracing RRI’s roots or localising 
it in the geography of (like-minded) ideas, movements or disciplinary fields (Blok & 
Lemmens, 2015; Gianni et al., 2018; Iatridis & Schroeder, 2016; Oftedal, 2014; Rip, 
2014; Van Lente et al., 2017). Although sometimes such conceptual work is rather 
critical of RRI — whether dismissive (Zwart et al., 2014) or in the sense of investigating 
the conditions in which RRI might be truly responsible (Grinbaum & Groves, 2013) — 
this arguably stimulated the route RRI travelled from being a rather esoteric subject to 
becoming almost a household name, at least in fields pertaining to the governance and 
execution of research and innovation. In parallel to the conceptual work undertaken 
on and in RRI, increasing attempts were also made to practise RRI. Much of this work 
builds on older traditions of thought and action, which can be found in disciplines or 
fields such as (constructive) technology assessment, (applied) ethics, science 
communication or gender studies, and the conceptual work RRI borrows from, adds 
to or relates to this. Indeed, in our view one of the merits of RRI is precisely located in 
the fact that it brings together valuable conceptual and methodological resources that 
previously were dispersed across various communities. 

With this merit, however, there is also an associated risk — namely, that with the 
ensuing complexity of RRI it becomes difficult to monitor or assess how people, 
institutions, companies, fields or the research and innovation system as a whole are 
influenced by RRI. In this chapter, we argue that Reflexive Monitoring in Action 
(RMA), an interactive and action-oriented methodology for monitoring complex 
projects that aim to contribute to sustainable system innovation in the context of 
‘wicked problems’, could well be used to monitor and assess RRI. As such, our 
approach resonates with the 2015 report by the European Commission’s (EC) Expert 
Group on Policy Indicators for Responsible Innovation, which emphasised the 
importance of experimental and reflexive learning in assessing RRI (Roger et al., 
2015). 
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7.2 Background 
As we see it, the emergence of RRI as a governance framework for research and 
innovation makes immediate sense in light of two trends. First, research and 
innovation play an increasingly important role in society (Acs et al., 2013). That is to 
say, in today’s knowledge economy, a growing number of people are working in 
research and innovation (Pyöriä, 2005), and the fruits of such work become ever more 
deeply ingrained in all aspects of our lives. A large part of research efforts concern the 
production of so-called ‘pure’ or ‘fundamental’ knowledge with, at its core, norms of 
objectivity and independence. It is, however, equally true that research and innovation 
are often driven by values of applicability and making a positive societal, 
environmental or economic impact — working towards improvements for, as it is 
often put, people, planet and profit. This holds true also for research that is not 
primarily or purposively done with an eye to application or improvement, as this too 
can unexpectedly find its way to the market — think, for instance, of Alexander 
Fleming’s serendipitous discovery of penicillin (Bosenman, 1988). 

In parallel to the expansion of the role of scientific knowledge in developing, for 
instance, technical solutions, health interventions or evidence-based policy-making, so 
too an increase can be found in the realisation that research and innovation can have 
unintended and sometimes detrimental consequences (Swierstra & Waelbers, 2012). 
For example, X-rays can be used for diagnostic purposes, but also cause cancer; 
combustion engines can be used in vehicles to transport people and goods rapidly and 
cheaply, but at the cost of a negative impact on both the environment and human 
health; smartphones help connect people to each other and to the virtually endless 
resources the internet has on offer, but bring with them possible threats to individuals’ 
privacy and risks for mental health (Kawabe et al., 2016). 

Arguably, this combination of trends calls for investments to ensure that R&I are 
imbued with societal values. Insofar as the general public is affected by the (in)direct 
consequences of research and innovation, it arguably should have a say in how the 
public interests should be respected (Dewey, 1927). In societies characterised by a 
plurality of values, the challenge is to incorporate the values of different stakeholders 
in the development of R&I, so as to work towards ethically acceptable, 
environmentally sustainable and socially desirable outcomes, products and impacts. 
This challenge is far from straightforward due to the often fundamental differences 
between stakeholders in their interests and values and therefore their framings of both 
problems and solutions (Blok & Lemmens, 2015). RRI provides a framework for the 
governance of research and innovation that helps facilitate the development of 
practices in which this is addressed. 
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Then, what does that framework consist of? This question has received various 
answers. One important source in the field, the European Commission (EC), states that 
RRI is “an inclusive approach [that] aims to better align both the process and 
outcomes of [research and innovation], with the values, needs and expectations of 
European society”.11 In the UK, the EPSRC has instituted a framework for responsible 
innovation built around the process elements of anticipation, reflection, engagement 
and action (AREA12), and along similar lines, Wickson and Carew proposed the 
following four core constituents of RRI: “(1) a focus on addressing significant socio-
ecological needs and challenges; (2) a commitment to actively engaging a range of 
stakeholders for the purpose of substantively better decision-making and mutual 
learning; (3) a dedicated attempt to anticipate potential problems, assess available 
alternatives and reflect on underlying values, assumptions and beliefs; and (4) a 
willingness amongst all participants to act and adapt according to these ideas” (2014, 
p. 255). In this chapter, we propose a heuristic and analytical model of RRI that shows 
clear affinity with such understandings, with an additional specification of more fine-
grained criteria and a methodology that can be used in applying these criteria in 
enacting RRI. The combination of criteria and methodology can help bring together 
the simultaneous practice and assessment of the rich, yet fairly abstract, prevailing 
understanding of RRI.  

7.3 Formulating criteria for RRI — and putting them to good use 
With developments towards the conceptualisation and enactment of RRI, there is a 
need to establish whether RRI leads to the assumed outcomes. Looking beyond its 
good intentions, can the environmental and societal merit of RRI be proven? If so, can 
these proven outcomes be linked to RRI processes (i.e., can we draw lessons on what 
determines ‘quality’ in RRI practice)? In other words, can we validate the value of 
RRI? To help answer these questions, there have been several attempts to further 
specify what it entails to engage in RRI (sometimes dedicated to RRI in a specific 
context), and to assess RRI’s impact (Davis & Laas, 2014; Heras & Ruiz-Mallén, 2017; 
Kupper et al., 2015; Peter et al., 2018; Wickson & Carew, 2014). In the context of the 
EC-funded project, RRI Tools, two of the authors (A1 and A3) contributed to the 
formulation of criteria for RRI. 

 
 

 

11 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/science-and-society 
12 See https://epsrc.ukri.org/research/framework/area/ 
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This attempt commenced with the deceptively simple question: ‘What is RRI?’. 
Deceptively simple, because we wanted to avoid pure theory-based 
conceptualisations, and to steer clear of the implicit suggestion that it would be 
possible to ‘discover’ a single fixed and context-independent answer to this question. 
Thus, even if hypothetically it would be possible to define rules for behaving 
responsibly in research and innovation, we would still see these rules in themselves as 
being of little or no value. In our view, such a ‘sterile’ theory-driven code-book would 
be self-contradictory, as it would absolve those applying the model from the very kind 
of responsibility it seeks to instil. Rather, the burden of deciding what are responsible 
decisions and actions always remains with those directly or indirectly taking part in 
research and innovation processes. These actors themselves need to reflect upon 
what is responsible in the specific contexts of their work, and this requires careful and 
systematic reflection on a case-by-case basis. To give expression to this view, the 
criteria that emerged as our answer to the question ‘What is RRI?’ were eventually 
translated into questions inviting reflection and deliberation, rather than assertions. 

To arrive at a comprehensive model of RRI and its criteria, we engaged in a process of 
iterative conceptual modelling (see Figure 1, and see Klaassen et al. 2017 for a more 
extensive description). Central to this methodology for concept development are 
different and disparate forms of expertise, confronted in a series of iterative steps 
which, in this case, sought to answer our question “What is RRI?”. Figure 1 presents 
the six different steps of (1) literature review on RRI and the many disciplinary and 
conceptual resources RRI is built up upon; (2) expert consultation; (3) stakeholder 
workshops; (4) cataloguing promising RRI practices; (5) deriving RRI criteria; and (6) 
in-depth case-study analyses, as well as the iterations to arrive at and subsequently 
test and adapt our conceptualisation of RRI and its associated criteria. 

The starting point for any specification of ideals is to ask why the ideals are needed. 
Specifically, why would responsibility need to be introduced in the research and 
innovation environment? Or, to paraphrase a famous super-villain: Why so responsible? 
The answers to this question can be linked to two perspectives from which the need 
for responsibility can be approached. First, as seen by those inside the research and 
innovation environment, responsibility is an obligation that follows from the (social, 
financial, and moral) power granted to those in a position to carry out or regulate 
research and innovation processes. Writing from this perspective, Owen et al. (2013) 
refer to responsibility as an ‘imperative’. Second, from the perspective of those actors 
traditionally located outside research and innovation, gaining responsibility is a right, 
derived from the breadth of impacts they (may) experience as result of those 
processes. This second view asserts that scientists should not be isolated from society 
for the rather straightforward reason that the impacts of their work are not. 
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In a European context, these ideas have been integrated in research policy, and 
resonate with what are known as the seven grand social challenges (Klaassen et al., 
2018; Lund Declaration, 2009) — although it is now more usual to refer to the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations. As we 
interpret them, the grand challenges or SDGs are not so much research topics, but 
rather points of intersection between science and society (Cummings et al., 2018). 
Indeed, these challenges can also function as the abstract, but palpable, purposes for 
responsible research and innovation.13  

Taking challenges or the SDGs as long-term purposes, in order to achieve them, we 
need to think of more concrete products that can function as intermediate stepping 
stones on our journey. Through our discussions with experts and laypersons alike, we 
have discovered that, in pursuing responsibility, the associated learning is as 
important as the results of R&I. We thus make a distinction between R&I products 
(i.e., the artefacts created through research and innovation) and learning products (i.e., 
the skills acquired and practices established in creating R&I products). Responsibility, 
we maintain, is to be equally sought in both types of products: it is simultaneously a 
dimension of the products of R&I, and of the hard and soft institutions thereby 
brought to life. If solving the seven grand challenges can be compared to crossing a 
river, then R&I products are stepping stones and learning products are the skills 
needed to discover and jump from one stepping stone to the other. If we have the 
former and not the latter, we might end up stranded in the middle of the river with 
little idea of what to do next. In brief, if responsibility is to be ‘fostered’, the cultural 
by-products of R&I activities are as important as the activities themselves.  

To take an example: if transgenic crops are an R&I-driven solution supporting the 
second grand challenge (food security, sustainable agriculture and forestry), then the 
practices institutionalised in the process of researching transgenic crops responsibly 
are as important as the actual crops. The two might affect technological progress in 
different timespans, R&I products having a direct and immediate impact while 
learning products have an indirect and a delayed one — but the two are of equal 
importance. The questions are ‘Do GMOs constitute a step towards the second grand 
challenge?’, and ‘How can research into GMOs be carried out responsibly and how 
can we instil this responsibility in the future?’.  

 
 

 

13 Perhaps needless to add: such purposes will always remain up for discussion, and their concrete 
interpretation should be left to those taking responsibility for pursuing one purpose or the other. 
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Having delineated the destinations of RRI, we can reason backwards to clarify the 
processes needed to reach them. The conceptualisation of RRI in terms of four 
process dimensions was arrived at, much in line with much-cited sources on RRI such 
as Owen et al., (2012) and Stilgoe et al. (2013). Thus, Anticipation and reflection, 
Openness and transparency, Diversity and inclusion, and Responsiveness and adaptive 
change were identified as core elements in the process of doing research and 
innovation responsibly. These dimensions were then further specified in terms of 
criteria and sub-criteria, and ultimately one or more inviting questions. To emphasise: 
we refer to these questions as inviting questions to highlight their intended status as 
points of departure for various forms of reflection and deliberation, rather than as 
instrument of accounting. To illustrate what this has reaped, Table 7.2 presents 
criteria, sub-criteria and inviting questions for the process dimension of Anticipation 
and reflection (and for the other three dimensions, see Kupper et al. (2015)). 

Table 7.2 Criteria, sub-criteria and inviting questions for the RRI process dimension of 
Reflection and anticipation (adapted from Kupper et al. 2015). 

Criteria 
Specification 
Sub-criteria Inviting questions 

Analysis of the 
background, 
current 
situation and 
context of the 
(planned) 
research or 
innovation. 
(Nordmann, 
2014) 

Up-to-date 
information 

Has content research been done on relevant background 
knowledge and up-to-date information? 

Influence other 
R&I 

Has the influence of other innovations/research on the course of 
this practice been taken into consideration (e.g., alternative R&I 
and complementary R&I)? 

Actor analysis 

Did an actor analysis take place, identifying on whom the 
practice might have an impact or who might have an interest in, 
and might have relevant expertise for the practice — and 
identifying how these actors relate to each other? 

Diverging 
problem 
definitions 

Have efforts been made to address potentially diverging 
definitions of the problem at stake in the practice? 

Societal role in 
problem 
definition and 
course of 
practice 

Have efforts been made to give a role to societal values, 
perceptions and interests in defining the problem addressed in 
the practice and the further course of the practice? 

Envisioning of 
plausible 
futures 
(Nordmann, 
2014) 

Variety of future 
parameters and 
impacts  

Is there active identification and consideration of immediate, 
mid-term and are long-term social, environmental and 
economic impacts and consequences of the practice — 
intended and unintended — identified?  

Variety of 
established 
methods  

Did a well-considered selection and implementation of the 
methods for anticipation take place (based on previous 
experience)? (e.g., scenario development, real-time technology 
assessment) 

Variety of R&I 
trajectories 

Have alternative R&I trajectories been considered? (process of 
R&I)  
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Variety of 
impacts 

Ethics 

Are ethical aspects and impacts of the practice sufficiently 
addressed? (e.g., are research ethics honoured, by protecting the 
subjects of research, approval from an ethical committee and 
documented compliance with research ethics and voluntary 
codes of conduct — in which for example fraud and plagiarism 
are prohibited? (Wickson & Carew, 2014) 

Legislation 
Are legal aspects and impacts of the practice sufficiently 
addressed? (e.g., is there documented compliance with highest-
level governance requirements; (Wickson & Carew, 2014) 

Society 
Are social aspects and impacts of the practice sufficiently 
addressed?  

Environment 
Are environmental aspects and impacts of the practice 
sufficiently addressed? 

Grand 
Challenges 

Are one or more of the Grand Challenges set by the European 
Commission addressed in the practice? 

Facilitating 
deliberation on 
values, 
perceptions, 
needs, 
interests, 
choices and 
definition of the 
problem at 
issue in the 
practice 

Integrated 
reflection and 
deliberation 

Has room for reflection and deliberation on e.g., impacts, 
alternatives, possibly changing social values, perceptions and 
needs/ interests and choices made during the practice, been 
built in? (Stilgoe et al., 2013) 

Deliberating 
values 

Do the actors involved regularly engage in a critical analysis of 
the values, perceptions, needs, interests, choices and definition 
of the problem at issue underlying their practice? 

Addressing 
roles in RI 
trajectories 

Awareness of 
differences 

Do the actors involved develop an awareness of their own 
assumptions, values and purposes in relation to the perspectives 
of others? 

Awareness of 
responsibilities 

Are actors involved aware of and open to reflection on their role 
responsibilities and accountability? (Stilgoe et al., 2013) 

 

7.4 Approaches to assessing RRI 
Criteria for RRI can be used beforehand both by researchers and innovators in 
designing R&I responsibly or by funding organisations for assessing proposals, as well 
as afterwards for assessing to what degree R&I have been undertaken responsibly, 
and whether desired outcomes and impacts have been achieved. Such criteria can 
also be used during the execution of R&I projects or programmes, as a means to 
monitor and continuously improve them. Arguably, the latter constitutes a way of 
assessing (attempts at) RRI that is most in line with the earlier description of RRI, 
especially in relation to RRI’s intrinsic openness and connection with experimental 
learning. A complex new field of its own might appear to open up with this entrance 
into the realm of evaluation of R&I, but we in fact enter a field in which there is 
significantly more scholarly experience than in the world of RRI alone. 
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Depending on the prevailing needs and intentions, evaluators of R&I projects or 
programmes can choose a method from a wide variety of available (theoretical) 
approaches. Traditionally, evaluations function as a type of disciplined inquiry to 
assess whether a programme or project has contributed to its designated purposes. 
From an instrumental perspective, this approach primarily serves the needs of project 
funders in terms of accountability (also understood as upwards accountability; 
Ebrahim (2005). Especially, for instance, large-scale innovation and research projects 
that depend on private-sector investments are prone to evaluation focused on 
accountability based on criteria set by investors. Such criteria tend to spring from a 
technical–economic perspective, narrowing down the set of interpretations of a 
project’s success to a matter of pre-defined deliverables. Academic evaluation based 
on output criteria is also a familiar practice, for instance through quantitative metrics 
meant to capture the (academic) impact of publications. For example, the Centre for 
Science and Technology Studies (CSTS) at Leiden University is invested in the 
development of bibliometrics, and evaluates academic impact through the analysis of 
citation patterns of different research groups. Through this approach they also attempt 
to determine the use and value of publications for marketable applications, public 
policy development or other ways of attaining public value. However, although they 
offer some insights, the metrics produced have limited use in informing action to 
improve research practices. This is a known argument against evaluation approaches 
that focus solely on accountability. Although a legitimate approach, it tends to assume 
rather linear input–output relations, and the evaluation findings are seldom suitable to 
feed back into the practice of those actors who implemented the project to help them 
improve their work. The recognition that learning by those actors is required to 
improve a project’s conduct and increase the likelihood of achieving the designated 
purposes, contributed to the emergence of so-called ‘learning-oriented’ evaluation 
approaches. In such approaches, evaluations are designed to focus on the 
understandings, concerns and learning needs of actors and stakeholders involved in 
or surrounding the project or programme in question.14 Arguably, this type of 
perspective also inspired the ‘Leiden manifesto for research metrics’,15 which 
proclaims that the scope of research metrics should be extended beyond output 
criteria alone, by developing more ‘meaningful metrics’ in order to inform research 
performance (Hicks et al., 2015). These two functions of evaluation (i.e., accountability 

 
 

 

14 This type of evaluation can be understood as part of the ‘fourth-generation evaluation’ paradigm 
proposed by Guba & Lincoln (1989). 
15 See http://www.leidenmanifesto.org. 
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and learning) and their supposed irreconcilability have received considerable attention 
in the recent scholarly literature in evaluation studies (Adelle & Weiland, 2012; Guijt, 
2010; Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016; Owens et al., 2004; Regeer et al., 2016). 

For, while learning through evaluation is generally professed to be important, 
evaluation for accountability still predominates. This is especially problematic for 
long-term R&I projects that search to address complex societal problems that are of a 
more goal-seeking and emergent nature, and for which the societal impacts and 
technological advancements weigh heavily but are difficult to predict. Such research 
projects very rarely take the shape of a linear process of problem formulation, project 
design and implementation, as they tend to unfold as dynamic and experimental 
interactions between multiple actors from multiple levels or domains — academic, 
industrial, societal, policy — during which mutual learning is essential in order to 
produce the types of responsible outcomes that are sought (i.e., outcomes contributing 
to the SDGs or grand challenges, that are for instance ethically and socially acceptable 
and environmentally sustainable) (Regeer et al. 2009). As such projects progress, 
greater insights and developments in their institutional and societal context may 
require the reformulation of the project’s goals and, subsequently, the research design. 
Adaptive capacity is required for the project team to be able to anticipate and 
accommodate such changes. From this perspective, evaluating for accountability 
based on pre-defined criteria becomes meaningless. Simultaneously, evaluation that 
focuses solely on learning without considering the developments in institutional and 
societal contexts might improve specific procedures, but would lose sight of a 
project’s greater ambitions of achieving societal impact. For complex R&I projects, 
there is a call for evaluation approaches that reconcile the dual purpose of 
accountability and learning (Lehtonen, 2014; Regeer et al., 2016). More specifically, 
there is a call for evaluation approaches that allow to assess R&I projects’ progress 
towards their greater ambitions, while learning — about goals, strategies, actions and 
contexts — is promoted (Klerkx et al., 2010). By creating space for learning processes, 
the project team and other stakeholders may build their adaptive capacities and 
abilities to inform adaptive change, in light of new insights and a changing 
environment. The evaluation approach that is adopted should be as flexible as the 
project itself.  

From different fields — including development studies, system innovation, 
transdisciplinary research, transition management and RRI — scholars have argued 
that the answer lies in evaluation approaches geared towards enhancing reflexivity 
(Arkesteijn et al. 2015; Botha et al. 2016). Reflexivity is a capacity that allows projects’ 
participants to act in greater accordance with and are responsive to their institutional 
and societal context, in line with their understanding(s) of a project’s success (Elzen et 
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al., 2017). Indeed, reflexive approaches seek to encourage the participants’ adaptive 
capacities. Reflexive evaluation occurs during a project’s course and is ideally integral 
to it, as part of iterative cycles of defining, implementing and adjusting its design in 
order to move towards responsible research outcomes (Regeer et al. 2009). As such, 
reflexive evaluation methods simultaneously function as promotors for and assessors 
of learning processes to achieve environmentally sustainable and socially acceptable 
goals. Table 7.2 shows the three conceptualisations of evaluation approaches and 
their characteristics we have discussed here. 

Table 7.2 Three ideal–typical conceptualisations of evaluation approaches (adapted from 
Kunseler & Vasileiadou (2016)) 

 Evaluation approaches 
for accountability 

Learning-oriented 
approaches 

Reflexive evaluation 
approaches 

Evaluation 

purpose 

Evaluation as 
mechanism for 
accountability 
assurance, assessing a 
project’s performance  

Evaluation as 
mechanism to enhance 
learning processes for 
improved (research) 
practice (procedures, 
processes) 

Evaluation as mechanism 
to enhance reflexivity 
through monitoring of and 
reflection on goals, 
strategies, actions, 
institutional and social 
contexts 

Characteristics 

of evaluand  

Simple project: mostly 
linear causal chain of 
inputs, outputs and 
outcomes  

Complicated project: 
multi-actor interactions 
with complicated multi-
directional causal 
mechanisms 

Complex project: multi-
actor, multi-level 
governance constellations 
with unclear/unknowable 
and uncertain causal 
mechanisms 

Evaluation 

criteria  

Pre-defined 
deliverables (technical–
economic; 
(cost)efficiency, 
effectiveness) 

Learning needs of 
project team in light of 
their own practice 

Learning needs in light of 
jointly determined goals 
and principles (e.g., ethics, 
inclusion, responsiveness) 

Evaluation 

design 

Technical–analytical 
evaluation design by 
evaluators 

Deliberative evaluation 
design in concert 
between evaluators and 
project team  

Deliberative–analytical, 
emergent and responsive 
evaluation design in 
concert between 
evaluators, project team 
and other relevant 
stakeholders  

Role of 

evaluator 

Distant observer, judge  Facilitator of learning 
processes 

Facilitator, mediator, 
observer: ‘critical friend’  



The potential of reflexive monitoring in action | 

151 | 
 

Time aspect Evaluation takes part 
prior or after the 
project 

Evaluation occurs 
parallel to the project 

Evaluation is integral part 
of the project  

 

7.5 The potential of Reflexive Monitoring in Action 
There is one specific reflexive approach that has proliferated in various domains and 
that we especially consider to have potential for promoting and assessing RRI 
projects: Reflexive Monitoring in Action. RMA is an interactive, action-oriented 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) method, originally developed to support projects 
with ambitions to make system innovations and which require major institutional and 
social change (Van Mierlo et al. 2010). As for most reflexive approaches, RMA is 
intended to increase a project’s reflexivity — its ability to affect and interact with the 
context within which it operates — by encouraging its participants’ collective learning 
processes, through which institutional and societal barriers to system innovation are 
identified and overcome. As Arkesteijn et al. (2015) explain, RMA builds on the 
premise that, while the contribution of a single system innovation project to the 
overarching, complex system innovation processes cannot be assessed, it is possible 
to understand and work (and document!) towards a project’s design and outcomes in 
terms of relevance to long-term ambitions of system innovation. Key to the 
methodology is recurrent reflection on the institutional and societal context of a 
project in relation to its long-term ambitions, and its concrete project design and 
effects (i.e., on the Theory of Change on which a project’s design is founded). The 
actual monitoring activities of RMA are integral to the project, and are usually guided 
by an appointed reflexive monitor. The monitor observes moments of interaction (like 
team meetings) and focuses on whether learning and actions towards the intended 
purposes take place, assisting such processes by making use of a range of reflexive 
monitoring tools activities (see Van Mierlo et al. 2010). As such, the reflexive monitor 
is not merely an observer, but rather a facilitator or ‘critical friend’; close enough to 
fully understand the issues encountered, but with sufficient distance to legitimately 
and critically reflect on the process. What it is that needs to be learned, or by whom, is 
not a given in this method, but rather something that itself needs to be recurrently 
assessed and reviewed. RMA does not provide a blueprint or a strictly structured 
action plan, but should rather be seen as a flexible methodology that can be 
customised to support any endeavour that aspires to contribute to sustainable 
development and societal change.  

We argue that this holds merit for the evaluation of RRI. While a project’s societal 
impact cannot be foreseen or anticipated in full due to internal and external 
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developments and contingencies, what is possible is to guide action along the RRI 
criteria framework as described above and support the coordinating team with dealing 
with unexpected happenings. RMA methodology may help to enhance the reflexivity 
of a project team and build its capacity to enact RRI criteria. As a result, one has 
worked towards responsible R&I outcomes, while simultaneously the process towards 
these becomes more responsible.  

7.6 Discussion and conclusion 
Recent years have seen much conceptual and practical work geared towards opening 
up research to society and aimed at redirecting science and innovation towards 
offering societally beneficial, ethically acceptable and environmentally sustainable 
outcomes. Under the label of RRI, an increasingly comprehensive framework is 
emerging to guide the governance and execution of responsible R&I. In this chapter 
we have shared our understanding of what such a framework should look like. 
Comprised of process dimensions that can be operationalised in the form criteria, sub-
criteria and inviting questions, the framework is rooted in a philosophy that 
simultaneously underlines the importance of producing responsible R&I outcomes, as 
well as of a responsible research process towards these. In our view, the framework is 
most useful when adopted by actors who take part in R&I processes to carefully and 
systematically reflect on what responsible means in their given situation. In doing so, 
we emphasise, researchers and innovators learn to act in a more responsible manner. 
We have made the case for the potential role that a specific methodology for reflexive 
monitoring, RMA, can play to promote such learning. At the heart of this is RMA 
methodology’s encouragement of the responsibility of actors involved with R&I, 
through seeking to increase these actors’ reflexivity. 

Most experience with RMA so far has primarily been geared towards supporting 
action-oriented, transdisciplinary projects that aspire to contribute to system 
innovations. In these contexts, RMA has become a proven methodology for reflexive 
evaluation that promotes learning and reflexivity through precisely those values that 
are also central in the process dimensions of RRI: reflection, anticipation, openness 
and responsiveness. It will be interesting to see whether RMA can make a similarly 
significant contribution to learning for responsibility in the context of other types of 
research and innovation. The outlooks for this are bright, given the close alignment of 
RMA with general features of RRI and the potential to use it simultaneously to assess 
the degree to which R&I projects or programmes can be seen as RRI, to contribute to 
learning in or on RRI, and, hence, to promote RRI in these projects or programmes.
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Abstract 
This chapter builds on the previous chapter in that it now empirically explores the potential 
of Reflexive Monitoring in Action (RMA) for simultaneously promoting and assessing 
knowledge co-production (sub-question 4). Instead of positioned in the literature on 
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) (as the preceding chapter), this chapter is 
located in the field of transdisciplinary research. As for RRI, in this field a knowledge gap is 
identified as regards the assessment of transdisciplinary research’s societal impacts and the 
quality of its process. To address this gap, this chapter reflects upon our – myself and 
colleagues from the Athena Institute – roles during the Natuurpact research project’s first 
cycle (2014-2017) (reflecting on the fourth and final study in this thesis).  

During the project, we were involved as reflexive monitors and, as such, were tasked with 
supporting the project team’s learning processes as regards the selected knowledge co-
production approach to advance its quality, and with assessing the project’s impact. We 
thus involved both as facilitators of learning processes, as impact assessors. With the 
assessment, there was specific attention for reviewing the value of the selected knowledge 
co-production approach. Combining the roles of facilitators and assessors is shown to 
allow for better access to the policy researchers and policy actors who had participated in 
the project. Furthermore, taking up this combination of roles enhanced our sensitivity to 
the perspectives of policy researchers and policy actors on the project’s impact. It also 
increased our understanding of complex internal and external project dynamics, as well as 
of how these dynamics shaped the project’s outcomes. This resulted in a meaningful 
assessment of the Natuurpact research project’s policy impacts and enabled us to attribute 
these to specific elements of the co-production process. Additionally, the approach 
supported the project team’s capacities for developing co-production’s key features, albeit 
less so than was originally expected. Four capacities are identified: building co-production 

ownership, openness and transparency for integrating divergent knowledge needs, purposeful 

responsiveness and navigating institutional realities and co-production ambitions. It is concluded 
that combining tasks of facilitating and assessing as reflexive monitor works 
complementary and is recommendable to accommodate transdisciplinary research’s 
inherent contingencies, but requires a balancing act between these tasks.   

This chapter presents the final empirical chapter of this thesis. Next is Chapter 9, in which I 
will discuss the findings of the current and previous chapters to answer the research sub-
questions, and, finally, the main research question. This is followed by a general discussion 
in which I position the conclusions in wider academic and societal discussions, a reflection 
on the research approach and ways forward for both research and practice.  
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8.1 Introduction 
Accompanying today’s many complex and critical societal issues – such as climate 
change, depletion of natural resources, global food security – is a rise in demand for 
transdisciplinary research (TDR). In TDR, academics and societal actors collaborate to 
integrate knowledge and develop socially robust answers to real-world issues (Pohl, 
2011). It is assumed that TDR is better equipped to contribute to solving the complex 
problems facing society than mono- or interdisciplinary research (Hansson & Polk, 
2018). The growing practice of TDR makes it more pressing to look beyond its 
intentions, and to ask how its impacts can be shown and its quality assessed, and 
ultimately tied to these impacts.  

Four key TDR features include participation of relevant stakeholders, knowledge 
integration, responsive and emergent designs that allow for the research to develop as 
insights unfold, and managing boundary dynamics (Hoffmann et al., 2017; Regeer & 
Bunders, 2009; Scholz & Steiner, 2015a). These features, however, also make it 
particularly challenging to evaluate TDR (Walter et al., 2007). As TDR, by definition, 
crosses disciplinary boundaries and aims to achieve impacts beyond the scientific 
realm, conventional academic quality or impact criteria are inadequate (Belcher et al., 
2016). Even if standardised criteria were readily available, they would have to be 
sufficiently flexible to accommodate every project’s contextual specificity (Carew & 
Wickson, 2010). Furthermore, rather than a linear process of formulating a problem, 
research, and achieving impact, TDR is more like iterative and experimental 
interactions between actors from different domains (Regeer et al., 2009). TDR’s many 
contingent internal and external project dynamics are hard to accommodate in 
evaluations that build upon predefined quality criteria (Hansson & Polk, 2018).  

The literature has proliferated with analytical and methodological frameworks to 
measure TDR impacts (Walter et al., 2007) or to assess the quality of TDR conduct 
(Wickson et al., 2006). Others have focused on developing principles and criteria for 
TDR processes, emphasising on-going reflection and learning by researchers and 
practitioners to ensure quality (Lang et al., 2012). Here, another purpose of evaluation 
comes to the fore: next to assessing impact and quality, scholars have argued that 
evaluation may also support researchers and practitioners in dealing with TDR 
complexities and contingencies, and support learning-by-doing (Bergmann et al., 
2005; Zscheischler et al., 2018). This article aims to reconcile these two distinct foci – 
transdisciplinary capacity building and impact evaluation – of TDR evaluation. We 
argue that TDR’s complex nature indeed warrants an evaluation approach that is 
simultaneously supportive of this complexity and hypothesise that combining these 
evaluation foci meets this purpose. While others have previously reported on similar 
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endeavours (e.g., Gaziulusoy et al., 2016; Roux et al., 2010; Zscheischler et al., 2018), 
we explicitly examine how simultaneously supporting and assessing TDR might be 
complementary and allow for more meaningful impact evaluation and enhanced TDR 
quality.  

To make this case, the next section discusses challenges of TDR evaluation in greater 
depth. Section 8.3 presents our case description: the evaluation of a TDR project on 
Dutch nature policy during which we combined the roles of facilitators and evaluators. 
Section 8.4 shows that our approach simultaneously supporting transdisciplinary 
learning by the coordinating TDR team regarding the operationalisation of four key 
TDR features, thereby improving the quality of the TDR process, and for meaningful 
assessment of the project’s societal impacts and attributing these to specific process 
features. Section 8.5 critically reflects on these findings and the approach.  

8.2 Evaluation of TDR projects 
As TDR becomes increasingly common it becomes necessary to demonstrate its 
societal effects and account for the resources invested. Various attempts have been 
made to empirically capture TDR impacts and TDR has been linked to more usable 
research products, denser stakeholder networks, enhanced decision-making 
capacities and policy change (Walter et al., 2007). Wiek et al. (2014) differentiate 
between TDR outputs (usable products) and outcomes (network effects and enhanced 
capacities), both considered intermediate effects which, indirectly and in complex 
interplay, contribute to societal impacts (structural changes and action). The latter 
tends to occur with significant delay and is found harder to attribute to the specific 
TDR project (Hansson & Polk, 2018).  

To explain – and ultimately advance – these various effects, scholars have been 
seeking for ways to measure the quality of TDR processes. For instance, Belcher et al. 
(2016) suggest the perceived credibility, legitimacy and relevance of TDR research by 
stakeholders as determinant for impact. However, the complex (political) contexts in 
which TDR projects take place may make for highly diverse stakeholder views on a 
project’s credibility, legitimacy and relevance, complicating the use of these concepts 
in guiding the TDR process (Hansson and Polk, 2018). Others have focused on 
differentiating between types of ‘productive interactions’ between researchers and 
stakeholders as the key to quality and societal impact (De Jong et al., 2016), for which 
Wiek et al. (2014) distinguish between the nature (number, type and sequence of 
interactions) and the quality (representation of perspectives, addressing conflict) of 
participatory processes.  
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Evaluators, however, are often faced with a lack of high-quality data to sufficiently test 
these conceptualisations, due to low participation rates and time-lag, which affects 
stakeholders’ memories (Wiek et al., 2014). To fully grasp the complexity that 
surrounds a project and make informed judgements on the value of its effects and the 
quality of its process, it is vital to have access to practitioners’ perspectives. One 
reason why TDR evaluation has yet to fully address these challenges is that 
evaluations run the risk of becoming decoupled from the project in question. The 
evaluator tasked to assess societal impact does so at a relative distance. From this 
position it is almost impossible to comprehend how a project developed in response to 
internal and external dynamics, and what, through this lens, constitutes impact, or 
what might be the appropriate criteria to assess the quality of the project’s process 
(Regeer et al., 2009). To address this, we suggest that an embedded approach geared 
towards monitoring is better suited for assessing impacts and attributing these to the 
TDR process.   

This is consistent with the observation that the complex character of TDR requires an 
evaluation approach that is supportive of this complexity (Carew and Wickson, 2010; 
Klaassen et al., in press). This is pertinent, because it is unlikely that the features the 
literature suggests as key to successful TDR are all in place when a project 
commences. Think, for instance, of stakeholders’ commitment to collaborate, 
openness to other worldviews and capacities for bridging epistemic cultures. A novice 
TDR team can hardly be expected to meet such conditions immediately, or even to 
know how to develop these from the outset. Because of each project’s unique nature 
this even holds for experienced teams, as each project differs regarding, for example, 
the relevant stakeholders, their interests and cultures. There is no one-size-fits-all 
recipe – or ‘blueprint’ – for inducing effective collaboration in relation to diverse 
contextual factors (Bracken et al., 2014:5).  

In light of this, various scholars have argued that researchers who ‘do’ TDR require 
additional capacities (Pohl et al., 2010), such as critical awareness of stakeholders’ 
diverse assumptions, values and worldviews and how these shape participatory 
research processes (Popa & Guillermin, 2017). Such capacities may be promoted 
through participatory action–research approaches (Gaziulusoy et al., 2016; Roux et al., 
2010), in which insights into the experiences with the on-going TDR project function 
as direct feedback mechanism to improve its quality. Pohl et al. (2010) identify the role 
of facilitators: those researchers who are tasked with promoting joint reflection and 
transdisciplinary learning. We would argue that these facilitators may also be the most 
appropriate to evaluate the TDR project. Indeed, a facilitator who helps a TDR team 
build the required capacities to develop key TDR features may also have the best 
access to researchers’ and practitioners’ perspectives on its impacts. Being a facilitator 
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allows for a ‘view from the trenches’ – a comprehensive understanding of the project’s 
intricacies and how these relate to its outcomes, which we argue is necessary for 
meaningful impact evaluation.  

8.3 Methodology 

 

Figure 8.1 Timeline of the entire Natuurpact research program (2014–2028). The case presented 
in this paper concerns the program’s first cycle (2014-2017). 

Case study  
We present a case study of the first period of the Natuurpact research program: a 
large-scale, long-term TDR program in the Netherlands. Conflicting agricultural 
interest and nature conservation goals have resulted in Dutch nature policy becoming 
increasingly polarised. Uncoordinated attempts on the part of national and provincial 
governments to address this polarisation were unsuccessful and generated a level of 
conflict between these governmental bodies. As a step forwards, national and 
provincial governments, and a number of societal organisations, signed the 
Natuurpact agreement (2013). In this agreement they finalised the decentralisation of 
nature policy to the provinces and agreed on ambitions to halt the decline biodiversity 
and increase social engagement with nature. Part of the agreement was a 
transdisciplinary policy research program geared at mutual learning and increased 
nature policy impact: the Natuurpact program. The program is conducted by a team of 
researchers from the PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, 
(Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, PBL), a government expert organisation, and 
Wageningen Environmental Research (WER), a university research department, with 
support of the authors (Athena Institute) as both facilitators and evaluators. It is 
planned to run until 2028 and comprises sequential and generative three-year 
research periods. The findings we present are derived from its first research period 
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(2014–2017), which we refer to as ‘project’ or ‘case’ for the remainder of this paper 
(Figure 8.1). 

An interdisciplinary core team of six researchers from the PBL and the WER 
conducted the project (including two project leaders). Few had prior experience with 
TDR. The project team met twice-weekly to discuss progress and plan research 
activities. The participants were primarily provincial policy actors who are responsible 
for the development and execution of nature policy since the decentralisation, and 
national policy actors who are responsible for international obligatory biodiversity 
goals. Societal actors such as nature organisations were consulted, but not intensively 
engaged.  

The project comprised three phases: 1) developing a joint research design, 2) 
conducting research and shared sense-making of findings, and 3) joint formulation of 
action and dissemination.  

 

Figure 8.2 Schematic overview of our case, the first period (2014–2017) of the Natuurpact 
research program. 

The main interaction between the team and participants occurred through bi-monthly 
meetings with a formal working group of 12 representatives from provincial 
government and eight multi-stakeholder workshops that took place throughout the 
project and whose purpose differed in accordance with the respective research phase. 
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Interaction also took place with the program commissioners (administrators from 
national and provincial government) twice a year, to check that the project was still on 
track. Figure 8.2 depicts a schema of the project’s design.   

Roles, material and methods  
In this section we describe our research design according to the two roles we 
combined: facilitator and evaluator.  

Facilitators  
Authors A1, A3 and A5 were (variably) part of the project team and supported the 
team with their first TDR endeavour. As facilitators, they encouraged joint reflection 
on the challenges posed by developing and practicing the four key TDR features. Due 
to TDR’s contextual specificity, the coordinating team is required to operationalise 
these more generic TDR features into a bespoke design that adequately corresponds 
to the issue at hand. Challenges surrounding this operationalisation are therefore 
considered inherent part of the conduct of TDR; the right conditions, knowledge, 
competences, circumstances are never in place from the start. The four TDR key 
features that were to be operationalised are: 1) participation by relevant stakeholders; 
2) knowledge integration for change; and 3) responsive and emergent design; and 4) 
effective boundary management (Hoffmann et al., 2017; Regeer & Bunders, 2009; 
Scholz & Steiner, 2015a).  

The facilitators recorded the developments in the team regarding the challenges 
associated with these features and other internal and external project developments in 
field notes, as well as participant observations made during the multi-stakeholder 
workshops. The facilitators also supported the design (and facilitation) of these 
workshops, and the operationalisation of the TDR features featured heavily in the 
discussions around their design. Interviews were held with individual team members 
at the start and halfway through the project on their views on the project’s successes 
or failings, which were audio-recorded and transcribed. The insights from these data 
on the project’s progress were used to inform future sessions of joint reflection and 
served as feedback mechanism. 

To identify the development of the team’s TDR capacities, we retrospectively 
analysed these data using content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and focused on 
the team’s encountered challenges regarding the TDR features, their actions to 
overcome these, as well changes in the team’s overall narrative regarding these 
challenges.  
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Evaluators  
A1, A2, A4 and A5 evaluated the project after its conclusion through an exclusively 
qualitative approach (including semi-structured interviews followed by a focus group 
discussion (FGD). Here, the facilitators’ earlier involvement provided important 
contextual background and familiarisation with the project and its participants that 
informed the evaluation design, such as the respondent selection and the design of the 
interview and FGD guidelines. The interviewees included seven provincial and three 
national policy actors who were selected on the basis of diversity in their degrees of 
participation (ranging from two workshops attended, to being a member of the 
working group) and levels of enthusiasm for the TDR approach (to ensure critical 
appraisal). As we were interested in the participants’ views on what constituted impact 
and attributable process elements, we adopted Hellström’s action-value attribution 
framework (2015; Hansson and Polk, 2018). During the interviews, the participants 
were asked in which ways the project had been of value to their policy practice and to 
what particular elements of the process they attributed this value. A printed timeline of 
the project’s main events and development was produced based on the facilitators’ 
knowledge combined with project publications, meeting minutes and a guided team 
self-evaluation (similar to Figure 2). This timeline worked to structure the interviews 
(which were otherwise flexible and open-ended) and aided potential memory 
distortion. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. All data were analysed 
using content analysis, focused on categorising different types of effects and attributed 
process elements.  

The preliminary findings from the interviews were presented and discussed during an 
FDG with the entire working group, for validation through member checks and joint 
sense-making. We frequently reminded the participants of our dual role as facilitators 
and evaluators of the TDR project for full disclosure of our research purposes. 

8.4 Results 
In this section, we first present the findings obtained through our role as facilitators 
and discuss the four key TDR features and highlight actions of the team to develop 
these and the corresponding capacities they built.  

Key TDR features and corresponding capacities 
From the outset, it was evident to the team that they would conduct a long-term 
transdisciplinary study aimed at mutual learning and improving nature policy impact. 
Much, however, remained unclear: how to develop particular TDR features, such as 
stakeholder participation, were matters the team had to learn along the way.  
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Participation by relevant stakeholders 
The first TDR key feature is the participation of relevant stakeholders to address real-
world problems and to access their knowledges for socially robust solutions to these 
issues. During the first project phase, the team approached provincial policy actors to 
develop a joint research design. They were faced with limited willingness to 
participate in the research, despite the provincial agreement given by signing the 
Natuurpact. The team explored the concerns the provinces had for participation 
through informal conversations, through which they learned about the levels of 
mistrust between national and provincial government, which had intensified during 
the decentralisation. Some provinces suspected the research was a strategic move by 
national government to retain control over nature policy, despite the recent 
decentralisation. This made the provinces hesitant to open up their policy processes to 
the team. Stakeholder participation was the first TDR feature the team had to develop. 

The team decided to focus their efforts on encouraging the provinces’ buy-in to the 
project and its transdisciplinary ambitions. Three multi-stakeholder workshops were 
organised to come to a joint research design. During the first two, primarily provincial 
representatives were invited (approximately 50 versus five from national government) 
to stimulate their ownership over the project. Nevertheless, the provinces’ limited 
willingness to participate continued to create difficulties in the second phase, during 
the actual research and shared sense-making of the findings. When the team 
approached the provinces to collect data on policy plans some withheld information 
and questioned the legitimacy of the team. The team decided to visit each province 
individually to explain face to face their intended co-partnership, by which they 
learned that some provinces strongly felt nature policy was their prerogative and 
experienced the research as invasive, illustrating their strong sense of ownership over 
nature policy. By visiting personally, the team came to understand the provinces’ 
point of view, through which rapport was built and access to provincial policy plans 
for analysis permitted.  

In parallel, the team also used other strategies to further incentivise participation. For 
instance, the team sought provincial government officials from a high strategic level 
who functioned as ambassadors of the TDR approach. These officials underlined the 
importance and urgency for the Natuurpact program and their endorsement also 
encouraged provincial participation.  

These diverse strategies to encourage stakeholder participation eventually proved 
successful: the provinces started to share their policy processes. We observed that by 
the time the workshops for shared sense-making were organised near the end of 
phase two, provincial participation had dropped off the team’s list of challenges. We 
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identify the respective capacity that the team built was developing TDR ownership for 
stakeholder participation.  

Knowledge integration for change 
The second key TDR feature is knowledge integration for change. In light of this, the 
team made an inventory of the participants’ TDR needs during the first three 
workshops (phase one) for the joint research design. These needs, however, proved 
difficult for the team to translate into feasible research questions because of their 
largely operational character. Furthermore, the needs were highly diverse; not just 
amongst provinces, but also between government tiers there was large diversity. In 
addition, some team members had their own ‘expert view’ on what would be relevant 
research questions. For the final design the team decided to build on the inventoried 
needs, but also communicated that feasibility of the research design would be a 
leading criterion.  

The workshops in phase two focused on knowledge integration by means of shared 
sense-making of the research findings. This time it was the team who had to share 
details of their research process just as the participants had to share their policy plans. 
As facilitators, we observed how unnerving this was to the team: what if the 
participants did not recognise the findings? Would their expertise be questioned? 
Despite feeling vulnerable, the team decided that for mutual learning and knowledge 
integration, equal footing between them and the participants was paramount. They 
decided to open up the ‘black box’ of their analyses and explain their work in way that 
would allow for deliberation and joint interpretation, by using visualisations and 
steering clear of jargon. While the team was initially nervous, this approach proved an 
important success for the entire project, as we will discuss in Section 8.4.2. The 
mode of working initiated by this approach was continued during the project, and led 
to the development of three shared principles for collaboration: openness, 
transparency and being upfront about decisions, referred to as ‘working without 
surprises’ (Dutch: verrassingsvrij werken).  

However, the workshops in phase two also highlighted a mismatch between the scale 
at which some findings were presented (national) and the scale at which provinces 
sought policy recommendations (provincial). We observed that to the team it had 
been self-evident that their models would not produce scientifically sound findings at 
such a local scale, while the provinces felt the national scale held little relevance to 
their practice. It appeared that the research design had not been communicated with 
this level of detail because of a failure to understand the need for it. While the 
mismatch was addressed (which is discussed next), this was an important lesson in 
expectation management for the team.  
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We observed the team gradually became skilled in integrating knowledge in a way 
that ensured the research addressed the participants’ divergent needs. Relevant to this 
was their mode of ‘working without surprises’ that embodied the equal footing 
between researchers and participants, as well as expectation management. The 
capacity that we saw built to develop the feature of knowledge integration for change, 
was that of openness and transparency for integrating divergent TDR needs.  

Responsive and emergent design 
The third key TDR feature is its responsive and emergent design, which allows the 
research to develop as insights increase and TDR needs develop. As discussed 
previously, a mismatch was identified regarding the scale at which the findings had 
relevance. With intent of being responsive to the participants’ needs, the team 
allocated resources to resolve the mismatch, which resulted in a significantly greater 
workload that in turn compromised research feasibility. The team experienced a 
tension between a responsive and emergent design on the one hand, and institutional 
realities of available time and budget on the other. The lessons that were drawn 
concerned the need to build in budgetary space and capacity to allow for 
contingencies, and for critical consideration of which needs the project should be 
responsive to, namely those that enhance the usability of the findings to contribute to 
real-world problems.  

In line with TDR ideology, as the conclusion of the project approached, the team 
discussed options for co-authoring the final report with the participants to underline 
their mutual investments and co-partnership. To the team’s surprise, the participants 
were opposed to this idea. They made clear that they preferred an independent 
research report with policy recommendations, as these would be more effective for 
public legitimisation of their policy decisions. As a compromise, the final report was 
published by the PBL and WER, but featured text boxes with stories from the 
participants on their experiences with the project.  

We observed how familiarisation with the participants’ points of view allowed for the 
team to develop the research in a way that optimised its relevance and usability, while 
taking the project’s feasibility into account. The capacity the team built corresponding 
to a responsive and emergent design was that of purposeful responsiveness to emergent 
TDR needs. 

Effective boundary management 
The final key TDR feature is effective boundary management. This concerns the 
boundaries between the different worlds and institutional backgrounds – with often 
different rules and expectations – of the actors that are brought together in TDR. In 
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the project these boundaries were, for example, especially tangible when the team was 
confronted with the realities from their home organisations. For both the PBL and the 
WER, TDR was a novel approach and, particularly for the PBL, technocratic 
conventions on sound policy research prevailed. Consequently, the team frequently 
had to account for the scientific rigor of the TDR approach. The team managed this 
boundary, and ensured institutional support for the project, by framing the TDR 
approach in terms that adhered to PBL’s mission statement: as ‘a method to enhance 
policy impact’. Here, we were also mobilised; as TDR ‘experts’ we were presented by 
the team as tasked with guarding the project’s scientific quality, appealing to the 
organisations’ technocratic rationales.  

As facilitators we perceived how the team navigated the different institutional realities 
of their home organisations by reframing TDR in a way that stroked with the 
dominant frames within these realities, without compromising TDR’s purpose. For 
effective boundary management, we identified navigating institutional realities and TDR 
ambitions as the final built capacity of the team. Figure 8.3 shows all four capacities. 

 

Figure 8.3 Four key TDR features and the respective TDR capacities that the project team built.   

Each capacity that was built proved relevant throughout the entire project: developing 
TDR features was not just a task at the start of the project, but required constant 
awareness and anticipation. As the team became more skilled, we observed their 
demeanour and corresponding narrative developed in concert. For instance, rather 
than expressing concern when provinces were uncooperative, the team’s response 
became more relaxed as they learned to recognise it as strategic play. It became 
increasingly second nature to the team to consider the participants’ points of view in 
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any research decision, and their confidence with the TDR approach grew as the 
project progressed.   

Impact assessment 
We now turn to the project’s effects in terms of outputs, outcomes and impact (as 
suggested by Wiek et al., 2014) (Figure 8.4), followed by process elements that were 
found to be attributable to these effects. Where applicable, we highlight how the role 
of facilitator complemented our role of evaluator.  

Societal effects  

Outputs 

The outputs of the Natuurpact project comprise its final products: reports and a 
multitude of presentations, including shared action plans. The participants perceived 
these as an important prerequisite for societal effects and considered the ‘deliverables’ 
useful for attaining or contributing to other outcomes.  

Outcomes 

Wiek et al. (2014) distinguish network effects and enhanced capacities (which we termed 
cognitive effects), to which we added two effect categories: affective effects and 
legitimising effects.  

Network effects 

The participants agreed that the increased frequency of their interactions during the 
project helped expand professional networks and strengthened existing relationships. 
We could corroborate this with the facilitators’ observations from the multi-
stakeholder workshops; for example, provinces were seen to talk enthusiastically and 
change information for future contact. Also illustrative of this effect is the initiation of a 
provincial ‘learning policy network’, a platform that focuses on mutual learning on 
nature policy topics that are outside the scope of the Natuurpact program.  

Affective effects 

For the following category our role as facilitators was of value in two ways: first, we 
knew to ask about the participants’ relations because we were aware that their tense 
history had affected their participation. Second, as we had become familiar faces to 
the respondents, they seemed to be at ease with sharing their concerns and reliefs. It 
was through this that we found that, more so than network effects, the participants 
valued the project’s affective effects: interacting with interprovincial colleagues instilled 
a sense of relief and reassurance through learning that they face similar issues with 
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nature policy, thereby validating their own experiences. The subsequent sense of 
belonging corresponds with Wiek et al.’s community identity (as part of network 
effects). We also consider the increased levels of trust between national and provincial 
government and the project team an affective effect, the significance of which we 
were able to grasp through our knowledge of their history. We single out affective 
effects as separate outcome category as our findings show it was vital for sustained 
stakeholder participation.  

Cognitive effects 

Most participants said they had learned from the project: cognitive effects. With regard 
to what they had learned, we identify two categories. The first comprises the newly 
acquired knowledge that was produced by the project. This knowledge has been 
formalised in the project’s reports and encompassed system, goal and transformation 
knowledge (e.g., Walter et al., 2007). Part of this new knowledge was also the shared 
language that we as facilitators observed had developed between participants and the 
team. In a similar vein, we also observed conceptual alignment and alignment of 
purposes with nature policy amongst the participants. We consider this first category 
new knowledge and enhanced understanding.  

The second category concerns knowledge of a more implicit guise. The participants 
discussed the value of the project for instilling deeper understanding with respect to 
their own and each other’s perspectives and worldviews. They highlighted how this 
affected their interactions regarding nature policy in a manner congruent with what 
we understand as ‘anticipatory competence’ in relation to stakeholder perspectives – 
we consider this second category transdisciplinary competence. 

Legitimising effects 

As a final outcome we add the research’s legitimising effects to the framework. Knowing 
the participants had declined co-publication, we inquired whether the anticipated 
legitimising effect of the independent report had been a success, and how. They 
confirmed that it politically and publicly legitimised and justified their policy agendas, 
while still enjoying the TDR benefits of enhanced understanding and usability of the 
findings.  
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Figure 8.4 Societal effects of the Natuurpact project presented as outputs, outcomes and 
impacts. Process elements that were identified as attributable by the participants are indicated 
in orange ovals.  

Impacts 

Structural changes and actions 

Finally, we turn to impacts – effects that are the ultimate goal of TDR, namely structural 
changes and actions (Wiek et al. 2014). The participants said that the project’s outputs 
and legitimising effects had been instrumental to their practice: the provinces had 
used the knowledge to inform nature policy programs and set their policy agenda, for 
which the legitimising effects issued political and public support. Together with the 
other effects, which encompass a more social dimension, the development of a 
knowledge enriched policy practice was identified.  

Attributed process elements 

In order to understand how the TDR project helped to create these effects, we asked 
the participants which specific elements of the TDR process were attributable. It was 
here we experienced our preceding role of facilitators as especially pertinent: knowing 
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the team’s actions to develop the four key TDR features, how the project in itself had 
developed and how workshops and other interactions had passed, guided our inquiry.  

The participants identified four main elements that were attributable to the project’s 
impacts. To start with, they attributed networks and affective effects, and parts of the 
cognitive effects, to the various multi-stakeholder workshops. The provinces 
mentioned the ‘safe space’ the workshops had provided, within which they could 
discuss more sensitive matters, such as their assumptions and opinions on nature 
policy. We then inquired what specifically had produced this safe space, which was 
ascribed to the stakeholder composition of workshops: the provinces felt more at ease 
to discuss potentially sensitive topics when the stakeholder ratio gravitated towards 
them, as a consequence of the initial distrust between the governments. 

Second, the participants attributed cognitive effects and policy actions to the usability 
and recognisability of the project’s findings. Despite the initial mismatch regarding the 
scale at which the findings were applicable, the research findings had predominantly 
met the participants’ research needs. We also asked about the role of the workshops 
in light of usability, to which most participants reflected that the alignment of the 
content of the workshops to the participants’ frames of reference – both regarding the 
workshops’ topics and the language used by the team – as crucial element.  

The third factor was that the final report was published independently, and therefore 
attributable to the legitimising effects of the project. The fact that the participants 
could say ‘this is what science advises’ helped them argue for certain policy decisions. 
The provinces reflected that their own institutional realities did not allow them to 
diverge too far from a traditional science–policy relationship, and that the 
responsiveness of the team by providing a compromise had effectively navigated this 
tension. 

Finally, the participants attributed the project’s overall success and quality to the 
project team. Most spoke highly of the team, in particular regarding their 
transparency, their accessibility to answer questions and their responsiveness to 
concerns. Participants explained that their trust in the team grew throughout the 
project, and that this was an important factor in their motivation for active 
participation in the project (Figure 8.4).  

8.5 Discussion and conclusion 
It has been argued that general agreement on how to evaluate TDR societal impact 
and quality is viewed as the final phase of TDR development as a research discipline 
(Carew & Wickson, 2010). This article has sought to address the difficulties that have 
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been identified in literature for conducting meaningful evaluation of TDR impact and 
quality. We have argued that some of these difficulties derive from decoupled 
evaluation, in which access to participants and comprehensive understanding of a 
project’s intricacies are nearly impossible to attain. We also argued that the 
complexity of TDR warrants evaluation approaches that support teams in terms 
developing key TDR features from a project’s outset in a way that improves its quality. 
We have shared the results from a combined approach in which we acted both as 
facilitators and as evaluators of a TDR project, to conduct an embedded, meaningful 
evaluation. 

We did so by outlining this dual role during the evaluation of the first period of the 
Natuurpact program, which allowed us to identify several transdisciplinary capacities 
that the team built to enhance the quality of their research project. The capacities we 
found are consistent with previous work on TDR researchers’ skills and associated 
challenges. To explain researchers’ success in addressing these challenges Sarkki et 
al. (2013) use the metaphor of sensitivity: researchers’ ability to be open to the needs 
and problem framings of stakeholders, to respect different worldviews, perspectives 
and forms of knowledge, and to understand biases and power relations. To this we 
add detail on the various ways in which researchers may subsequently act on the 
knowledge gathered through their sensitivity. Indeed, the capacities we identified go 
beyond greater insights and suggest a developed know-how and confidence in dealing 
with stakeholders and their diverse knowledges and perspectives, demonstrating how 
personal interactions are vital for initiating contact and encouraging sustained 
engagement (Woltersdorf et al., 2019). Our findings confirm that developing key TDR 
features requires a constant effort throughout the project (Di Iacovo et al., 2016; 
Ribeiro et al., 2019). To better understand the link between transdisciplinary 
capacities, the research process and its impacts, it would be interesting to explore how 
these capacities relate to the concepts of credibility, legitimacy and relevance as 
suggested by Belcher et al. (2016), which we intend to do in the following Natuurpact 
research program period. 

In the results we have highlighted moments where we experienced that our 
involvement with the project as facilitators of transdisciplinary learning processes 
proved especially complementary to our work as evaluators. We identify four 
(interrelated) benefits. First, it increased our access to participants, an issue previously 
identified by others (Wiek et al., 2014). We enjoyed the support of the project 
leadership and had become familiar faces to the participants over the course of the 
project. For example, we were allowed to use an entire meeting of the formal working 
group for our FDG, a quite exceptional occurrence due to their demanding schedules. 
Second, we had obtained a ‘lived through’ perspective of the project’s internal and 
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external context and how this, in complex interplay, had shaped the research. For 
instance, the tense relationship between national and provincial governments 
influenced provincial willingness to participate, which in turn affected how the 
workshops were designed. It also influenced which outcomes were attained: the 
preceding power dynamics increased the importance of the legitimising effects of the 
research report for the provinces. Although legitimising effects of TDR output in itself 
are not new, the need for an independent report in our case was a direct consequence 
of the tense relationships between the parties involved. It is a perfect example of why 
evaluating TDR according to pre-determined criteria (e.g., ‘co-created output’) is a 
poor measure for meaningful evaluation and stresses the importance for evaluators to 
understand complex contextual factors, such as the political arena in which 
participants are acting, in order to conduct an adequate impact assessment (Rau et al., 
2018). The third benefit we experienced was that our involvement with the project 
allowed us to conduct better interviews. It made us more sensitive to topics about 
which to inquire and to carefully probe. In addition, the established rapport with the 
participants allowed us to discuss impacts that went beyond the direct use of findings 
and also brought to light impacts that ‘are far more intangible but considered just as 
important by participants’ (Bracken et al., 2014:10). These included affective effects 
such as a sense of belonging and increased trust between governments, topics that 
might not have been explored in such depth had we not been aware of the preceding 
tense relations or if we had not built rapport. Such insights have been suggested as 
vital for a meaningful and comprehensive evaluation (Hansson & Polk, 2018). Finally, 
and in line with the previous point, the fourth benefit was that our combined role 
allowed us to corroborate – or triangulate (Creswell & Miller, 2000) – our 
interpretations of the project from our facilitator perspective during our evaluation 
work. This allowed for a more rigorous analysis of different ‘impact pathways’ that 
linked the team’s capacities to process elements and, finally, to societal effects.  

This is not to say the approach was beyond reproach. One shortcoming is its limited 
potential for capturing unintended effects that go beyond the more obvious ‘outcome 
spaces’ of research (Mitchell et al., 2015). Our ‘insiders’’ view on impacts may have 
narrowed down our perspective on possible effects and attributable process features. 
We observe that awareness of this risk and openness to alternative signals are 
fundamental characteristics of facilitators/evaluators to guard against research bias. In 
light of this, additional researchers who have not been involved as facilitators (such as 
A2 and A4 in our case) play a crucial role. Another strategy may be to expand the 
selection of interviewees to non-participant actors, although then similar difficulties as 
with decoupled evaluation may jeopardise their commitment to participation. To this, 
there is no obvious solution. 
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Furthermore, as facilitators we sought to encourage joint reflection on challenges with 
the team to formulate collective action. However, it was often difficult to reserve time 
for reflection, as other matters were perceived as more urgent, an issue also identified 
by De Wildt-Liesveld et al. (2015). This may also be partly explained by our other role 
as evaluators. As mentioned previously, to ensure institutional support we were 
sometimes presented as TDR experts responsible for the scientific quality of the TDR 
approach. While this appealed to the technocratic culture of their organisations, it may 
have overshadowed our role as facilitators of transdisciplinary learning: implicitly, the 
team had outsourced the responsibility for the TDR quality of their project to us. 
Interestingly, we experienced similar challenges as the team members had faced 
themselves: just as they had to develop TDR ownership amongst the project 
participants, we had to develop the team’s ownership over ‘our’ evaluation. As we 
could not always compel the team to pause and reflect, it appears we were not 
completely successful. Much has been written on evaluations that seek to reconcile 
purposes of learning and impact assessment (Botha et al., 2016; Regeer et al., 2016; 
Van der Meer & Edelenbos, 2006). It is challenging to combine the two foci because 
they serve different needs (practitioners want a learn-by-doing approach while 
managers seek insights into cost efficiency) and require a different evaluation 
approach. Although the difficulties we encountered did not concern tensions 
regarding our study design, it did lead to confusion about our role and the 
externalisation of ownership over the evaluation.  

Although the issue of linking impact to transdisciplinary research processes is not 
definitively resolved, our approach implies that combining the roles of facilitator and 
evaluator results in an evaluation that is better matched to the project under scrutiny. 
We found these roles are complementary: they allow for in-depth understanding of a 
TDR project’s intricacies and access to practitioners’ experiences and their views on 
the project’s impacts, while supporting the TDR team with developing key TDR 
features in the face of complex internal and external project dynamics. With national 
and international research funding for solution-oriented research on the rise (e.g., 
Mazzucato, 2018), TDR popularity is likely to increase. The call for assessing its 
impact will not decline, nor is it likely that TDR complexity will diminish. This 
underlines the need to reconcile TDR impact evaluation with promoting ‘learning-by-
doing’ and transdisciplinary capacity building to accommodate TDR’s inherent 
contingencies. The approach presented in this paper may serve as stepping stone for 
the TDR community to further the conversation on (the impact of) inclusive, reflexive 
and responsive research. 
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In the face of wicked environmental and sustainability issues, more reflexive modes of 
knowledge production are called for, in which academic and non-academic actors 
collaborate in a process of knowledge co-production for aimed at societal 
transformation and sustainable development. Much of the literature on such reflexive 
research is concerned with explaining the discrepancy between its theoretical 
outcomes and the actual results that are achieved in real-life settings, providing 
suggestions on how to remedy this ‘gap’ (e.g., Felt et al., 2016; Flinders et al., 2016; 
Jagannathan et al., 2020; Mach et al., 2020). It has been argued that reflexive research, 
despite its ideals for new collaborations between science and policy, in practice 
deviates little from its technocratic counterparts and more classical ideas on how 
science and policy should interact (Reinecke, 2015; Turnhout et al., 2013; Van der Hel, 
2016). Consequently, rather than the transformation of science-policy interfaces that is 
called for, the status quo for classical interactions is arguably sustained, while policy 
researchers appear to talk the talk of co-production, but appear incapable of walking 
the walk. In this light, scholars have recurrently called for institutional change and the 
institutionalisation of reflexive research (e.g., Flinders et al., 2016; Kueffer et al., 2012; 
Schneidewind & Augenstein, 2012; Yarime et al., 2012). Yet, the process by which 
institutionalisation might be achieved and what its outcomes might look like has so far 
received relatively little empirical and theoretical attention. This thesis aims to 
contribute to this through an exploration of the process by which knowledge co-
production in policy evaluation – as an enactment of reflexive research – becomes 
normalised at the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy Assessment Agency.  

A practice-based perspective was adopted and Normalisation Process Theory (NPT) 
(May & Finch, 2009) was used to study the experiences of PBL’s policy researchers 
who aspire knowledge co-production within the confines of conventional structures 
that largely shape the science-policy interface. NPT provided a framework to study 
the work that is done by involved actors to implement, embed and integrate a new 
practice in contexts marked by complexity and emergence, to enhance understanding 
of why some practices become routinely embedded while others do not. With 
normalisation I explicitly do not refer to a situation where a knowledge co-production 
has become the new normal, subsuming prevailing practices; rather I refer to a 
situation where it has become just as normal to select knowledge co-production 
approaches as other approaches to policy research.  

The research in this thesis was guided by the following main research question: 

How does the process of normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy 
evaluation at the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy Assessment Agency take 
shape? 
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So, what do the findings and discussions presented so far imply? What lessons may be 
drawn from the normalisation process of knowledge co-production to advance 
reflexive research? I will reflect on this thesis’ contributions along the lines of the 
research sub-questions that were formulated in Chapter 3, positioning these in wider 
academic and societal discussions. This is followed by reflections on the validity of 
this thesis and its strengths and limitations (Section 9.3). Section 9.4 provides some 
considerations for ways forward for research and practice, and Section 9.5 draws this 
thesis to a close with a concluding reflection.  

9.1 Balancing legitimacy and integrity  

Developing legitimacy as license-to-operate 
The first sub-research question that was formulated was: 

1: What challenges do policy researchers experience with the normalisation of 
knowledge co-production and how may these challenges be understood? 

From Chapters 4 and 5 (and parts of Chapter 8) I conclude that the primary 
challenge policy researchers face to normalise knowledge co-production originates 
from the need to develop legitimacy for the selected co-production approach within 
its contexts of application, without compromising the integrity of its theoretical ideals. 
Such ideals include, for example, the inclusion of a diversity of stakeholders in all 
phases of the research process. Chapter 4 and 5 showed how research teams of 
different policy evaluation projects with a co-production approach – the Natuurpact 
(NP), Inter-Administrative Programme Vibrant Rural Areas (VRA) and Regional Deals 
(RD) projects – were faced with critical scrutiny and disciplining of (parts of) their 
approach by the PBL community. The collaborative character of co-production 
evoked a strong response regarding its perceived risk for objectivity and 
independence, and the organisation’s credibility in general. Furthermore, Chapters 4 
and 5 (and parts of 8) showed that various policy actors were apprehensive to become 
actively involved in the co-production projects, due to perceived risks regarding 
accountability. Knowledge co-production in policy evaluation was not immediately 
understood nor supported by actors from both the organisational and policy context: it 
was only limitedly considered a legitimate and valid approach to policy research. 

Chapter 4 introduced the ideal-typical modernist and reflexive institutional logics that 
provide the scripts upon which actors may draw when engaging with policy research. 
It was shown that the modernist logic – associated with technocracy and a linear view 
on policy processes – predominates within the PBL and policy practice, and prescribes 
many of the norms, quality standards and generally what is found conventional 
regarding policy research. This corroborates other studies that conclude the 
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privileging of modernist logic in science-policy systems of the Global North 
(Chouinard, 2013; Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016; Nieminen & Hyytinen, 2015). The 
reflexive logic – revolving around complexity, system perspectives and interactive 
learning – was less commonly drawn upon. As some of knowledge co-production’s 
features (manifesting the reflexive logic) may appear highly problematic from within 
the modernist logic (e.g., stakeholder inclusion may be viewed as risk for researcher 
objectivity, one of the entrenched golden standards for policy research), this provided 
depth to understanding why knowledge co-production in policy evaluation lacked 
initial legitimacy. 

Table 9.1 NPT’s core mechanisms operationalised for the purpose of studying the normalisation 
of knowledge co-production (also see chapter 2). The four generative mechanisms should not be 
understood linearly. Rather, they are interdependent and may occur simultaneously and/or 
intermittently, depending on what actors who seek to normalise a novel practice feel is required 
(after May & Finch, 2009).  

NPT’s core 
mechanisms 

Operationalisation 

Sensemaking Coherent and shared understanding and invested meaning in knowledge 
co-production that allows actors to act in concert as they share a basic 
view on the approach’s necessity and merit 

Engagement The legitimacy of co-production required for commitment, buy-in and 
(material) support by actors beyond its original instigators 

Enactment The doing of knowledge co-production, including operationalisation of its 
key features to establish workability, divisions of tasks, resources and 
responsibility and power 

Appraisal Reflection on and evaluation of knowledge co-production to advance 
understanding of how it works and to judge its value and impact, thereby 
informing sense-making, engagement and enactment 

 

In terms of NPT’s core mechanisms (Table 9.1), the main challenge is rooted in the 
mechanism of engagement, meaning the involvement, commitment and support for co-
production of actors from the organisational and policy context required as a ‘license 
to operate’. Partially, this can be explained by a lack of sensemaking, meaning a shared 
understanding of what co-production is, does and requires, amongst these actors. 
Other challenges were also encountered, such as the limited or contradictory 
understanding about co-production’s purpose and how its ‘should’ be done, or what 
the appropriate role for the PBL is. In other words, a lack of sensemaking was also seen 
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on the team-level, which frustrated the interdisciplinary collaboration within the teams 
(Chapters 4 and 5).  

Activities to develop legitimacy while guarding integrity 
The research project teams were observed to invest significant time and effort to 
address the lack of legitimacy for co-production, to ensure organisational support and 
involvement of policy actors required for their projects’ success (Chapters 4, 5 and 
parts of 8). The second sub-research question concerned: 

2: What type of activities do policy researchers undertake to address these challenges 
and what does this mean for the normalisation of knowledge co-production?  

The actions the team undertook were directed at establishing alignment between 
embedded norms and customs (rooted in the modernist logic) for policy research, and 
co-production’s features (embodying reflexive logic). Other scholars have previously 
underscored the importance of aligning newly introduced reflexive practices to 
prevailing structures for their uptake and institutionalisation (Hoes & Regeer, 2015; 
Regeer et al., 2016; Schuitmaker-Warnaar et al., 2021). I identified two types of 
alignment activities: the negotiation of prevailing structures, and the modification of 
co-production’s theoretical-ideal features in practice (Chapter 5).  

Negotiating contextual structures  
The first type of activities was aimed at negotiating standing norms and customs that 
were unconducive to co-production (Chapter 4 and 5). I found that the NP and VRA 
teams sought to accentuate co-production’s scientific rigor by appealing to the 
organisation’s golden standards of objectivity and independence, and explaining how 
these standards were maintained using the same terminology. They engaged in 
academic collaborations (including the Athena Institute, of which I was part), and 
extra attention was given to showcase the organised extended peer reviews, and to 
explain how roles were divided over team members to ensure objectivity. 
Additionally, the NP team commissioned the Athena Institute to review the value of 
the co-production approach for the project’s ‘quality, usability and policy impact’, 
thereby aligning to the organisation’s understanding of what policy research impact 
entails. Implicitly, our review played an important role for legitimising co-production 
by demonstrating its impact. In NPT terms, to address the lack of legitimacy the 
teams sought alignment between unconducive norms and co-production features by 
investing in sensemaking (enhancing the mutual understanding of co-production) and 
appraisal (investing in reflection and evaluation of its process and outcomes).  

As regards policy practice, Chapter 5 showed the NP and RD research project teams 
undertake activities to work unconducive – more traditional – conventions amongst 



Conclusion, discussion and ways forward | 

185 | 
 

policy actors concerning science-policy interactions, which led to apprehensiveness to 
actively take part in the co-production. These activities were directed at building 
relationships and mutual trust, and included more frequent meetings, time to discuss 
co-production and mutual expectations more in-depth, and mobilising top-managerial 
policy actors for their endorsement. These activities belong to sensemaking and 
engagement and, as a result, contributed to policy actors taking on an increasingly 
active role as their familiarisation with the policy researchers and the co-production 
approaches grew.  

I observed that, when successfully negotiated, unconducive contextual norms and 
customs were broadened to encompass key knowledge co-production features. In 
such situations, the legitimacy for knowledge co-production increased, leading to 
enhanced organisational support and involvement of policy actors.  

Modifying knowledge co-production features  
Chapters 4, 5 and 8 also showed instances when the encountered structures 
appeared too rigid to negotiate and allow features of co-production.16 Such instances 
mostly occurred when the roles of policy researchers and policy actors were 
perceived to become too intertwined (by both parties alike) or when relational 
structures – such as inter-professional relationships and pre-existing infrastructures – 
were absent. In these situations, policy researchers were observed to modify 
theoretical-ideal features of co-production to align to these structures (or to resign to 
their absence). For instance, in all three projects the feature of stakeholder inclusion 
was modified to mean that actors were only included during particular research 
phases, as it was felt that deciding upon research methods and writing conclusions 
should remain the policy researchers’ prerogative. Regarding the feature of 
stakeholder diversity, the factual involvement of various types of stakeholders 
remained limited at best in all three cases, due to strained relationships amongst 
policy actors (the NP project) or to mutual unfamiliarity and absence of previously 
established networks for effective science-policy interfacing (the VRA and RD 
projects). Both key features – stakeholder inclusion and stakeholder diversity – were 
operationalised in ways to accommodate to prevailing structures, but that diverged 
from what in the literature is proposed as theoretical ideal. In NPT terms, the teams 
modified the enactment of knowledge co-production. It is here that the second part of 

 
 

 

16 In Chapter 2, I introduced the concept of contextual elasticity to explain this phenomenon: the ease with 
which what is considered conventional and the norm can be negotiated – or stretched – to make space and 
include ideals for knowledge co-production (after May et al., 2016). It is also used in Chapter 5.  
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the primary challenge policy researchers faced with normalising knowledge co-
production comes to the fore: the development of legitimacy for knowledge co-
production, without compromising the integrity of its original purpose.  

Already in 1982, Roitman & Mayer discussed how, when introducing a new practice, a 
certain degree of on-site modification is likely required for it to be workable and align 
to prevailing norms and customs that prescribe ways of working and interacting in a 
given ‘host’ context. They also warn against modification “beyond the zone of drastic 
mutation” (p:3), as this may cause the loss of purpose fidelity, or integrity, as it has 
been termed in this thesis.17 I observed such over-modification occur as stakeholders 
were excluded from certain research phases and the delimitation of stakeholder 
diversity. Over-modification may explain why policy researchers are perceived to do 
“more of the same but under a different name” (Van der Hel, 2016:173). As they introduce 
co-production in contexts more partial to technocratic discourses on expertise, rigid 
unconducive norms and customs they encounter may ‘push back’, leading them to 
modify key features to the point that their integrity is lost. It may also (unwittingly) 
cause tokenism (Paylor & McKevitt, 2019; Wynne, 2007): stakeholder inclusion may 
become limited to who policy researchers consider relevant and whose involvement is 
considered feasible (e.g., due to problem framings that align closely to that of the 
researchers), thereby perpetuating power imbalances (Wynne, 2007), while at the 
same time they may boast the inclusivity and deliberative character of their approach. 
As features are over-modified, policy researchers may (unintentionally) default into 
modernist logic routines, thereby perpetuating more conservative knowledge 
production practices and technocratising participation (Chilvers, 2008). Together, 
these findings contribute to deepened understanding of how the observed theory-
practice gap (Flinders et al., 2016; Jagannathan et al., 2020; Mach et al., 2020) 
becomes manifest.  

The findings suggest that certain (aspects of) features of knowledge co-production are 
‘non-negotiable’: over-modification of these features leads to disappointing outcomes 
as integrity is lost. I found that what exactly is non-negotiable was obscure to the 
policy researchers initially: it was not immediately clear to them when a line was 
crossed and integrity was compromised. Policy researchers who were less familiar 

 
 

 

17 In Chapter 2, I introduced the concept of plasticity of co-production features in this regard: the discretion 
researchers have to operationalise co-production’s features to accommodate to conventional normative and 
relational structures, without losing co-production integrity (after May et al., 2016). It is also used in 
Chapter 5.  



Conclusion, discussion and ways forward | 

187 | 
 

with co-production more easily made modifications, unwittingly potentially putting the 
integrity of their approach at risk. Insufficient knowledge and understanding of 
knowledge co-production – e.g., the mechanism of sensemaking – thus seems an 
important precursor for integrity loss. It also presents an opportunity: Chapters 4 and 
5 also showed that in some situations integrity loss was (partially) remedied as 
experience and understanding of knowledge co-production grew. I turn to this next.  

Learning-by-doing to develop knowledge co-production capacity 
Chapters 4 and 5 showed several instances during which the research project teams 
were confronted with the effects of over-modification. Delimiting stakeholder 
inclusion to certain phases had reduced the relevance and usability of the research 
findings to some policy actors (NP project). Similarly, a narrow view on stakeholder 
diversity (i.e., a focus on national policy actors) was found to also negatively affect 
usability and societal support for the research (all three projects). As the value of these 
features became materially tangible (by investing in appraisal), policy researchers were 
observed to re-modify features and re-negotiate structures to enhance co-production 
integrity. Concretely, this led to policy actors becoming more actively informed and 
consulted regarding research methods in the second NP cycle (the final decision, 
however, remained the researchers’ responsibility), and efforts to involve a broader 
range of actors were increased in all three projects.  

The findings demonstrate that policy researchers developed knowledge co-production 
capacity: awareness of key features and the skills to practise these with integrity, while 
simultaneously aligning to conventional norms and customs. Specific skills included 
sensitivity to disparate problem framings, interests and forms of knowledge (including 
their own), understanding of asymmetrical power relations and institutional realities, 
and the ability to act upon these insights (Chapter 8). Co-production capacity grew 
through experience and learning-by-doing, by which policy researchers became better 
able at developing conducive conditions and, as their awareness of co-production’s 
non-negotiables grew, they became more advanced in guarding its original purpose.  

This stresses the importance of reflexive learning for normalising knowledge co-
production (Egeland et al., 2019; Lang et al., 2012; Pohl et al., 2010). However, the 
learning about co-production I observed in the studies to large extent appeared 
superficial. Often, learning occurred ad hoc, and only insofar as was required to 
resolve immediate (legitimacy) issues or insofar as was necessary to continue 
collaboration within the teams (without truly resolving interdisciplinary or 
epistemological confusion). Indeed, as the lack of engagement presented a more direct 
risk for the projects’ continuation and success, combined with time pressure, this 
caused the challenges of sensemaking and enactment to be addressed only insofar as 
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was required to continue with the projects' execution. Deeper reflection on prevailing 
norms and customs guiding their research practice and on knowledge co-production’s 
underlying values remained largely absent. This may have important implications for 
co-production normalisation. In their book on the institutionalisation (or rather, lack 
thereof) of public engagement with the governance of science and technology in the 
UK, Wilsdon and colleagues (2005) make a similar observation. They argue that to 
achieve a situation where reflection and wider engagement of science with social and 
ethical aspects is inherently understood as part of scientific excellence, social 
researchers who advocate such change should more engage with the values and 
norms that govern scientific practice. For reasons understandable, the authors write, 
social researchers have been inclined to focus on what they frame as the ‘hardware’ of 
co-production, meaning methods like focus groups and workshops, and other more 
procedural aspects of co-production. However, to ensure normalisation, attention for 
hardware needs to be accompanied by attention for ‘software’, i.e., co-production’s 
underlying norms, values and purposes and how these may conflict with other norms 
and values in surrounding research practices (also pointed out by Stilgoe, 2007, and 
Stirling, 2008). This is pertinent, it is argued, as without the attention for software the 
required cultural change may lag behind, resulting in “little more than the scientific 
equivalent of corporate social responsibility: a well-meaning, professionalised and busy field, 
propelled along by its own conferences and reports, but never quite impinging on fundamental 
practices, assumptions and cultures” (Wilsdon et al., 2005:19). Attention for software by 
reflecting on the norms and values – both novel and prevailing – that guide the 
research practice hence appears elemental for the normalisation of an integer version 
of knowledge co-production that holds true to its original ideals. Here lies a potentially 
opportune role for reflexive monitoring to promote learning processes, which I shall 
discuss shortly. First, I turn to developments in the organisational and policy contexts 
in which the projects transpired. 

Contextual readiness for knowledge co-production 
The third sub-question that was formulated was: 

3. How do developments in the organisational and policy contexts in which 
knowledge co-production occurs affect its normalisation? 

In addition to providing detail to the process of normalisation, this thesis contributed 
to the understanding of the interactions between co-production practices in individual 
research projects and contextual developments. Specifically, I found that contextual 
developments affect the rigidity of contextual structures that policy researchers may 
encounter and therefore the space they experience for adopting and normalising a 
diverging approach to policy research. From within their research projects, policy 
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researchers may seek to negotiate these structures, but normalisation arguably also 
requires what has been referred to as contextual readiness (May, 2013). Such 
readiness comprises a shared belief and collective commitment to normalisation of 
actors in the contexts of application, and may be affected by contextual developments.  

Organisational readiness  
I found indications for such readiness, for instance, in PBL’s Executive Board that 
actively endorsed knowledge co-production, in the hiring of departmental managers 
with affinity to deliberative and participatory methods and in the embedding of the 
approach in the organisation’s ‘vision on quality’ and Vision2025 (Chapter 5). 
Together with the increased occurrence of co-production projects, these indications 
point towards the emergence of a wider organisational discourse in which reflexive 
modes of research are embedded. In support of normalisation, scholars underline the 
importance of reflexive learning not just on the level of individual researchers or 
teams (as discussed previously), also organisational learning is pointed out as 
elemental for institutional change (Pallett & Chilvers, 2013; 2015). My findings 
corroborate previous studies that suggest that learning on the organisational level is 
crucial for normalisation to be successful. Such organisational learning may be 
understood as to pertain to the managing of co-production’s ‘orgware’, meaning the 
organisational set-up and mechanisms to support the implementation and 
development of the aforementioned hardware and software (Schuijer, 2020; Taibi et 
al., 2016). In their study on the transition of the Pacific energy sector, Taibi et al. 
(2016) argue that such a transition cannot be attained without investing in orgware, 
hardware and software simultaneously. An organisation may play a significant (and 
intentional) role in advancing normalisation by providing the required orgware and the 
“responsive institutional environment” (Mommaas & Eweg, 2011:56, on stimulating agro 
innovations) necessary for organisational innovation.  

After the research in this thesis had concluded, the emergence of a reflexive discourse 
and the embedding of co-production approaches had become further apparent in the 
organisationally supported initiation of an internal research programme (in which I am 
also involved) explicitly aimed at advancing organisational professionalism as regards 
co-production and furthering its normalisation, and additional requests for knowledge 
co-production in the evaluation of large-scale national policy programmes. At the 
same time, however, discussions within the organisation on the co-production’s 
validity and legitimacy and on the role and position of PBL researchers as advocates 
for reflexive governance continue to endure. To some, “it reeks too much of action 
research” (personal communications, 18-6-2021), where ‘too much’ refers to the 
observed risk of being accused of normativity as the ultimate threat to objectivity and 
impartiality. The golden standards of objective research that is impartial to policy 
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processes thus continue to be mobilised, which attests to how profoundly 
institutionalised such standards are (Chouinard, 2013; Flinders et al., 2016; Lahsen & 
Turnhout, 2021; Turnhout et al., 2020).   

Readiness of policy practice 
As regards the readiness of policy practice for knowledge co-production, Chapter 6 
showed that extrinsic political developments affected how knowledge co-production 
was valued by policy actors, and thereby determined the space for its enactment. Four 
ideal-typical impact rationales were presented, which comprise actors’ take on the 
perceived function of knowledge co-production, the appropriate pathway to impact 
and, underlying these notions, how they identified nature policy issues. These were 
the accountability, instrumental, network and transformative rationale. Notably, it was 
found that while the rationales appeared largely incompatible in theory, individual 
actors in practice were shown to mobilise parts of multiple impact rationales 
interchangeably over time. Political developments, such as the approaching policy 
goal deadlines, and the decision of the Council of State that led to the so-called 
‘nitrogen crisis’, were identified as an important factor. As political stakes became 
more pressing, national policy actors in particular were observed to increasingly 
mobilise impact rationales that correlated with modernist views on science-policy 
interfaces. More classical functions of policy evaluation – i.e., serving accountability 
purposes and providing strategic and instrumental knowledge – became favoured 
over functions such as joint policy learning. This has also been addressed by 
Kowalczewska & Behagel (2019) who studied the influence of political context on 
policy actors’ preference for conventional or co-production approaches to knowledge 
production regarding agricultural and environmental policies in Poland. They found 
that as political tension grew, policy actors more and more defaulted into 
conventional science-policy relationships to distance themselves from public 
accountability for policy decisions. Other scholars have also drawn attention to how 
political circumstances influence what type of science-policy interfacing is considered 
appropriate, showing that when political stakes are high, policy actors are inclined to 
favour undisputedly independent knowledge production processes (Dunn & Laing, 
2017; Flinders & Buller, 2006). This raises important questions, such as: can the 
privileging of conventional approaches to policy research be absolved under political 
pressure? In other words, is it practically possible to normalise reflexive research in 
highly political settings in which policy actors request undisputedly independent and 
objective research (meaning: conducted at literal, physical distance) to distance 
themselves from public accountability? At the same time, I also found that political 
developments increased the prevalence of the transformative rationale, as the 
perceived urgency for system learning and societal change increased, mostly amongst 
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provincial policy actors and societal actors. Political developments hence may also 
enhance contextual readiness for knowledge co-production, as actors may experience 
increased urgency for system change and reflexive ways of working. 

The increasing readiness of policy practice for reflexive research may also be 
observed in developments that were outside the scope of this thesis. For example, in 
response to a motion on drawing lessons from previous policy experiences to improve 
current policy and to guard against another potential economic crisis, filed by 
members of parliament Sneller and colleagues (Najaarsnota, 2018), the Ministry of 
Finance initiated a national government wide ‘Operation Insight in Quality’ (Dutch: 
Operatie Inzicht in Kwaliteit). This programme is directed at improving the quality and 
impact of public policy through instigating a cultural change from rational – modernist 
– outlooks on policymaking to more iterative, reflexive and deliberative views more 
suitable for contemporary policy issues (Houppermans, 2018). As part of this 
operation, some Dutch ministries have started to experiment with knowledge co-
production in policy evaluation to enhance policy learning from evaluation (VWS, 
2019). Other ministries have similarly been stressing the importance of more reflexive 
modes of governance in the face of wicked problems, and the elemental role of 
reflexive policy research as guide therein (BZK, 2018). Each of these developments 
points towards the emergence of a more reflexive view on both governance and 
knowledge production, and the readiness for normalisation within the policy context 
surrounding the PBL. While the questions posed above are outside of the scope of this 
thesis, from the perspective of normalisation, the importance of (political) 
developments in the wider contexts of reflexive research underline this process 
cannot be understood nor supported without appreciation for their interactions with 
the knowledge co-production practices (e.g., May et al., 2016).  

In both the organisational and policy context, the coexistence of multiple logics or 
rationales (or, “sociotechnical imaginaries” (Jasanoff & Kim, 2009:120, in Felt et al., 
2016) on knowledge production and respective science-policy interfaces is apparent. 
Although sometimes in uneasy relationships, in the messiness of daily practice, the 
PBL organisation appears to embrace their coexistence. By broadening the 
organisation’s research repertoire to also include co-production approach, the 
capability of policy researchers to reflexively determine their appropriate role and 
tailor their research approach to the issue-governance combination at hand with 
discretion, is encouraged – as for instance is captured by ‘public value-driven policy 
research’ (Dutch: opgavegericht evalueren; Van der Steen et al., 2018). Such a 
disposition reflects an ultimately pragmatic view. 
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Reflexive monitoring to enhance understanding and assess impact 
The findings so far lead me to reflect upon my role(s) during the NP research project 
and the potential of reflexive monitoring for supporting the normalisation of 
knowledge co-production, captured by the fourth and final sub-question: 

4: How may reflexive monitoring support the normalisation of knowledge co-
production?  

In Chapter 7 I made the case for reflexive monitoring to adVance co-production 
integrity and its normalisation (Lang et al., 2012; Lux et al., 2019; Norström et al., 
2020; Regeer et al., 2009). It was argued that the complexity and context-specificity of 
transdisciplinary knowledge co-production processes warrant a monitoring approach 
that supports the respective project team with implementing its key features with 
integrity. Reflexive Monitoring in Action (RMA) (Van Mierlo et al., 2010) was 
identified as potentially suitable methodology to do just that. Much alike the 
knowledge co-production approach it may seek to support, reflexive monitoring is a 
methodology aimed at enhancing the reflexivity of the project team to allow them to 
act in greater accordance with their ambitions and ideals in light of the institutional, 
societal and political context. Furthermore, it was posited that, as reflexive monitors 
(who join a research project team) develop a deep understanding of the project’s 
progress, they have unique position to assess the project’s impact in a meaningful 
manner. This means they can assess the progress that has been made from the 
perspective of what the project team and other involved actors would regard as 
success, as opposed to narrowed down and pre-defined metrics that might say little 
on whether progress has been made on ambitions due to unexpected internal and 
external developments. As such, reflexive monitors simultaneously function as 
promotors for and assessors of knowledge co-production processes. Based on 
Chapter 7, I expected reflexive monitoring to give input and structure to the 
mechanism of appraisal, to from thereon inform the other mechanisms. As such, I 
presumed reflexive monitoring would support the normalisation of knowledge co-
production by supporting the integrity with which its features are practised. On the 
basis of Chapter 8 I conclude that reflexive monitoring indeed has potential for 
supporting normalisation, albeit in somewhat different ways than I originally 
anticipated. 

Reflexive monitoring to enhance understanding 
Chapter 8 reflected on our involvement as reflexive monitors and our combined roles 
as facilitator of reflexive learning processes and impact assessor in the NP research 
project. As facilitators, our tasks included encouraging joint reflection by the project 
team on the challenges they encountered with putting key features of knowledge co-
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production to practice. As Dewey argued – a prominent advocate for reflexive 
learning – said: “We do not learn from experience. We learn from reflecting on experience” 
(cited in Di Stefano et al., 2014). However, we experienced difficulties with reserving 
sufficient time for such reflection, as other project matters were often found more 
pressing. Consequently, reflection often remained superficial. Unwittingly, the NP 
project team had outsourced the responsibility for maintaining the integrity of their 
approach to us: they were more occupied with the hardware and the ‘doing’ of co-
production (engagement and enactment) than with its software and ‘thinking’ about it 
(sensemaking and appraisal).  

As we could not always compel the team to pause and reflect on the values, 
presumptions and normative orientations that guided their practice, it appears our 
work as facilitator of learning processes was not completely successful in encouraging 
sensemaking via appraisal. For reflexive monitoring to successfully contribute to 
normalisation, I found the respective project team should feel ownership over their 
reflexive learning process and structural reflection should be sufficiently embedded 
within the knowledge co-production process. This resonates with studies on reflexive 
monitoring (Fielke et al., 2017; Rijswijk et al., 2015) and comparable roles for 
supporting co-production (Klerkx et al., 2017), which underline the importance of 
embedding such support roles in the very process they seek to support.  

Reflexive monitoring to assess impact 
The assignment we were given to review the NP projects first cycle (and later, also its 
second) was formulated as assessing knowledge co-production’s merit for ‘research 
quality, usability and policy impact’, concepts that view the impact of knowledge 
production processes as end-result. While ‘end-use’ was indeed demonstrated (i.e., the 
findings were instrumental for informing policy-decisions and could be used 
strategically for setting policy agendas), also important network and affective effects 
were found, as were more cognitive effects (Table 9.4), each a type of impact of co-
production that became manifest during its process. Understanding impact as 
embedded in the process of co-production corresponds better to its dynamic and 
interactive character, and attests to the value (and quality) of its process (Walter et al., 
2007; Wiek et al., 2014). Our assessment also advanced policy researchers’ 
understanding of the process of co-production and broadened institutional ideas on 
what impact entails (informing sensemaking). The corresponding framing of impact (as 
shown in Table 9.4) found some uptake within the organisation beyond the NP 
project in discussions on the value of knowledge co-production for other policy 
research projects. 
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While the formal aim of our impact assessment was to enhance learning on knowledge 
co-production and improve its quality in the following cycles, as mentioned 
previously, our assessment also implicitly (and unexpectedly) served an additional 
purpose of legitimising co-production by demonstrating its impact and validity as 
policy research approach. This second purpose proved paramount to the project team, 
who strategically used our involvement as ‘independent experts’ and our reports in 
discussions within and outside the organisation to attest to the scientific validity of the 
approach (of itself, an action that is illustrative of the technocratic discourse on 
expertise that predominates within the organisation). Demonstrating the impact of 
knowledge co-production (appraisal) thus appeared an important instrument for 
legitimisation (engagement). 

Table 9.4 The effects and policy impacts of the NP project, based on Chapter 8. 

Effects of knowledge co-production embedded 
in the process of the NP research project  

Policy impacts (structural changes and 
actions) to which these effects contributed 

• Network effects (new or strengthened 
relationships) 

• Affective effects (sense of community 
belonging, building of trust, sustained 
relationships and participation) 

• Instrumental effects (insights to directly 
inform policy decision making) 

• Cognitive effects (new knowledge and 
enhanced understanding, transdisciplinary 
competence) 

• Strategic effects (political and public support 
for policy decisions and agenda setting) 

• Knowledge enriched policy practice 
• Development of formal learning policy 

network 
• Revised (provincial) policy agendas 
• Increased political and public support 

 

Chapter 6 added some nuance to the observation that demonstrating impact 
unequivocally leads to legitimisation. The presence of multiple impact rationales not 
only made it challenging for the NP team to align to the diverse knowledge needs of 
actors who constituted the policy field, it also affected how these actors perceived 
impact and the legitimacy of knowledge co-production. While some actors considered 
the approach elemental for supporting the progress on the nature policy goals as it 
encouraged social and policy learning, others thought the approach undermined 
accountability and diverted attention from making faster progress.  

In reflection on our combined roles as facilitators of reflexive learning and impact 
assessors, these were found to largely work complementary. However, the 
precedence given by the team to our impact assessment toned down our facilitator 
role become (we found our time was increasingly used for our review, instead of 
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organising reflection sessions). Fielke et al. (2017) point out that reflexive monitors 
who perform multiple roles within a project may experience challenges with the 
degree of influence they have on guiding the project. In their study, they reflect upon 
the experiences of five novice reflexive monitors with six different agricultural co-
innovation projects in New Zealand. They argue that a dual role may cause tension 
between how the reflexive monitor sees her role and how this role is seen by the 
project leader and project team, which may compromise the monitor’s influence on 
the project. This accurately reflects my own experience – policy researchers seemed 
more occupied with our role of impact assessor than our role of facilitator of learning 
processes, due to the former’s legitimising value – and seems explanatory for why we 
had trouble with organising (sufficient time for) joint reflection. While our combined 
roles also had evident advantages, attention is required for how both roles may be 
more adequately balanced.  

In terms of NPT’s mechanisms, I expected reflexive monitoring to mostly promote 
normalisation by informing the mechanism of appraisal and thereby, sensemaking. 
However, as facilitators we were somewhat less successful than we had originally 
anticipated. As assessors of impact, via appraisal reflexive monitoring contributed to 
engagement. Additionally, in this role we informed sensemaking (and potentially more 
successfully so than as facilitators). 

9.2 Normalisation as contested, emergent and dynamic process  
As regards this thesis’ main research question, I found that the normalisation of 
knowledge co-production takes shape as a (sometimes heavily) negotiated and 
contested process that emerges over time. It involves the on-going negotiation and 
stretching of contextual normative and social structures (thereby slowly transforming 
these to more conducive ones) and modification of co-production features to establish 
a level of contextual ‘fit’ that allows policy researchers to practise co-production with 
legitimacy and integrity.  

To study the uptake of knowledge co-production in science-policy systems, I followed 
May & Finch (2009) who favour the term normalisation over concepts such as 
institutionalisation, structuralisation or habitualisation. In their view, normalisation 
places more emphasis on the dynamic and emergent character of the process by 
which practices become routinely embedded and sustained in everyday life. Indeed, I 
found that the knowledge co-production’s normalisation process was dynamic, not 
necessarily leading to a final, concluded state. Rather, contextual structures were re-
negotiated and key features were re-modified as co-production capacity and 
contextual readiness grew. This is in line with the contributions of other social practice 
theorists who propose that practitioners’ agency and the structures they encounter 
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continuously shape and are being shaped by one another (Arts et al., 2013; Spaargaren 
et al., 2019). The process of normalisation may be understood as a unchoreographed 
dance between agency and contextual structures, between developing legitimacy on 
the one hand and guarding integrity to co-production’s theoretical ideals on the other. 
Normalisation constitutes the continuous mutual influencing and therefore co-
evolution of contextual structures and the actions of policy researchers to practise 
knowledge co-production – normalisation is successful only if the context in which it is 
introduced changes alongside the new practice itself (e.g., May et al., 2016; 
Schuitmaker-Warnaar et al., 2021). 

Small steps 
Without seeking to disregard the importance of critique on current reflexive research 
practices and their contested transformative capacity (e.g., Oliver et al., 2019; 
Turnhout et al., 2020), nor the scholarly work on principles, procedures and 
frameworks for its advancement (e.g., Belcher et al., 2016; Hegger & Dieperink, 2014; 
Lang et al., 2012), a more dynamic understanding of normalisation may provide an 
alternative outlook on the observed discrepancy between reflexive research in theory 
and real-life settings (Flinders et al., 2016; Jagannathan et al., 2020). I found that 
temporal less-rigorous application of co-production features may be permissible to 
accommodate to unconducive structures, and orchestrate commitment and buy-in. As 
legitimacy was developed, policy researchers were able to re-modify features later on 
as to enhance their integrity. Rather than focusing on a ‘perfect’ practice, which may 
be counter-productive, focusing on what steps can be taken to establish a foothold 
may be more fruitful (Kuzma & Roberts, 2018 in Schuijer, 2020). For example, 
ensuring active involvement from a limited set of stakeholders might be favourable 
over involving a wider range of stakeholders who are unwilling to engage in open, 
constructive dialogue and do not share ownership over the knowledge production 
process. From thereon, policy researchers may seek to increase the integrity of their 
practice by, in this example, seeking how stakeholder diversity may be broadened 
over time. This, however, arguably requires advanced understanding of integrity and 
non-negotiables to know what features may temporarily be more or less rigorously 
applied. Moreover, due to reflexive research’s high context-specific and situatedness, 
what is non-negotiable and what determines integrity may likely be equally context- 
and situation-dependent.  

While observations on the risks of co-production (e.g., tokenism, greenwashing, 
disempowerment of stakeholders) and arguments that co-production demands caution 
(Flinders et al., 2016; Lemos et al., 2018; Oliver et al., 2019; Paylor & McKevitt, 2019) 
should be taken seriously, and the scholarly work on the difficulties with its 
institutionalisation should not be disregarded (Schuitmaker-Warnaar et al., 2021; 
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Zweekhorst et al., 2002), the current experimentation with its practice that takes place 
could also be appreciated as one of the many steps that are required for its embedding 
into the daily practice of science-policy systems. Here, I draw inspiration from 
scholars in political ecology, who, sceptical about the likelihood of instant, full-scale 
transformation of prevailing power and political systems in their field, argue for 
attention to the mundane and everyday: “the everyday provides a pragmatic site through 
which to actively participate in the (re-)production of a different order of things, a different 
culture and society” (Lawhon et al., 2014:511). Pieterse (2008) suggests that the 
appreciation of daily and local behaviours may bring to light myriad ways actors may 
impair, mitigate or navigate engrained norms, conventions and power dynamics. For 
such efforts to have effect, he continues, it is important they are part of a larger 
movement that works towards their institutionalisation (corresponding with other 
scholars’ contributions on the need for a systemic view on normalisation of reflexive 
modes of research, e.g., Braun & Könninger, 2018). This situated and emergent 
process is defined by Pieterse (2008) as radical incrementalism. Rather than a relentless 
focus on the end-goal, radical incrementalism keeps the large objectives in mind while 
appreciating the importance of the processes that get us there, placing emphasis on 
learning-by-doing (Hajer, 2011). This resonates with this thesis’ contributions to the 
understanding of how normalisation takes shape, namely as a dynamic and emergent 
change process that is continuously negotiated and contested in the daily practices of 
policy researchers (and policy actors for that matter) and informed by reflexive 
learning. Such change occurs not in revolutionary steps, but rather knows a more 
evolutionary and incremental character (as has been shown for other innovation 
processes as well; e.g., Fischer et al., 2012). 

The value of NPT for understanding normalisation  
Before attending to the strengths and limitations of this research and suggestions for 
ways forward in research and practice, I reflect upon on the value of the NPT 
framework for studying normalisation.  

Alternative frameworks? 
Scholars have called for the institutionalisation of reflexive practices in various fields 
(also see Chapter 2) (e.g., Fischer et al., 2015; Jahn et al., 2012; Schneider et al., 
2019). For example, in the field of health care scholars have argued for the 
institutionalisation of reflexive approaches and knowledge co-production to more 
adequately address sustainability issues within health care systems (i.e., diminishing 
returns and the misalignment between health care services and societal needs) 
(Ribeiro et al., 2019; Oliver et al., 2019; Paylor & McKevitt, 2019). Various studies 
adopt system innovation theory to study and promote the institutionalisation of 
reflexive practices in health care systems (Essink, 2012; Schuitmaker-Warnaar et al., 
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2021). What might my research approach and conclusions have looked like should I 
have adopted system innovation theory instead of the NPT framework to study the 
normalisation of co-production? To understand how transitions to a new system take 
shape, system innovation theorists have developed the multi-level perspective (MLP) 
(Geels, 2006; Geels & Schot, 2007; Kemp et al., 2005; Schot & Geels, 2008). With MLP, 
three nested and interrelated levels are distinguished which together and in complex 
interplay comprise a socio-technical system. The level of the socio-technical regime 
provides the rules along the lines of which actors’ (and actor groups’) actions are 
coordinated, thereby providing systemic stability. I would argue that in my research, 
the organisational and policy contexts in which the policy evaluation projects geared 
towards knowledge co-production (my selected cases) took place, formed this regime 
level. It follows then that the projects transpire at what is referred to as the niche-level 
(De Wildt-Liesveld, 2015; Geels, 2014; Regeer et al., 2016; Schot & Geels, 2008): “the 
locus for radical innovations” (Geels, 2006:171). Niches are proposed to provide a 
relatively ‘protected space’ to shield innovations against early processes of market 
selection and unconducive systemic barriers. Within these niches it is possible to 
elude rules and norms that prevail within the system, providing the necessary space to 
learn about the technical and social aspects of an innovation and their interaction with 
the regime to promote its mainstreaming (Raven et al., 2007; Schot & Geels, 2008). 
From this theoretical perspective, the cases selected in my research would identify as 
‘niche experiments’ (De Wildt-Liesveld et al., 2015). Finally, the wider external 
environment – the socio-technical landscape – presents the backdrop against which 
socio-technical systems exist, and includes wider developments such as globalisation 
or environmental changes. Actors in the regime have no direct influence on this 
landscape. In my research, this landscape arguably is formed by wider developments 
in the organisational and policy context that are outside the direct sphere of influence 
of the projects, but that (together with developments on the regime level) play an 
important role for whether institutionalisation may occur.18 Highly similar to the NPT 
framework, scholars argue that innovations may have a mismatch with the existing 
regime causing difficulties for their breakthrough – a level of ‘fit’ is required between 
prevailing rules and the values and ideals proposed by the innovation (Geels, 2006). 
This level of fit may more easily occur when conditions in the relevant regimes and 

 
 

 

18 There is on-going academic debate on what counts as landscape or regime, or niche for that matter. 
Scholars have criticised the operationalisation and specification of regimes and how the analytical levels of 
MLP should be applied empirically (Berkhout et al., 2004; Kok et al., 2021). However, these debates are 
outside the scope of this thesis.  
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landscapes are simultaneously favourable: a window of opportunity arises for the 
innovation’s mainstreaming and wider system transition.  

From the above I derive that MLP and system innovation would also have provided a 
suitable theoretical lens through which to interpret the research presented in this 
thesis, and on a general level might have led to similar conclusions: that normalisation 
of knowledge co-production is occurring within the PBL and that this process is 
dynamic and emerging. However, an important difference is that from MLP it follows 
that the regime level is of primary interest, as transitions are understood as the shift 
from one regime to the next. There has been some criticism in this regard that MLP 
underplays the role of agency in transitions and therefore provides limited analytical 
tools for studying the interactions between actors’ activities at the niche level, and the 
regime and landscape levels (Geels, 2011). NPT is a practice-based theory, meaning 
that the actions of actors at the niche level are the main object of study – but with high 
regard for their nested position and relations with the regime and landscape. NPT’s 
core mechanisms provided a more detailed framework along the lines of which the 
work practitioners do for normalisation may be guided, evaluated and understood 
(May et al., 2011). As such, the way normalisation is conceptualised in NPT holds 
more analytical space for the intricate negotiations and debates that affect (the 
direction of) its process, on which I (as participant-observer) had a direct view. 
Consequently, the research presented in this thesis takes a mostly ‘zoomed in’ 
perspective on the niche level; on practices. I studied regime and landscape 
developments, and windows of opportunity (which I referred to as contextual 
readiness), only from the perspective of the selected cases. I have not (or limitedly) 
‘zoomed out’ to study developments on the regime and landscape levels and how 
these promoted or obstructed normalisation of co-production on the niche-level. As I 
discuss shortly in Section 9.4 as ways forward for research, scholars argue for 
complementing zooming in with zooming out to fully grasp normalisation processes 
within socio-technical (science-policy) systems (Braun & Könninger, 2018). 

Additionally, my selected cases arguably do not meet the characteristics to be defined 
as niche experiments. Each project was initiated and took place in the heart of the 
organisation’s work: each presented a high profile, potentially politically-sensitive and 
large-scale project, for which the supposed protective space was largely absent. These 
endeavours were not shielded from regime rules to allow for experimentation, rather 
they were directly confronted with such rules, demanding immediate action by their 
initiators ensure their viability, continuation and success. This led to messy situations, 
debate and negotiation, resulting in over- and re-modification of features and the co-
evolvement of regime rules, which provided the empirical context to study the work 
policy researchers undertook for implementing and normalisation co-production. 
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Recently, Grin (2020) suggested the emergence of ‘second generation’ innovation 
initiatives that occur from within the heart of the regime as opposed to at the fringes 
of the prevailing system, which is where niche experiments are supposedly located. 
The challenges these second generation initiatives face differ, as they seek to 
simultaneously benefit from their nearness to the incumbent system (e.g., access to 
resources and competence, opportunities to influence views of regime actors) while 
orchestrating sufficient space for developing solutions that defy current rules and 
structures. This conceptualisation seems a more fitting description of the selected 
cases in my research, and it would be worthwhile for future research to take the 
propositions Grin suggests for the guidance and study of second generation 
experiments into consideration in addition to a practice-based view.    

Sights on core mechanisms for normalisation 
I found that policy researchers’ challenges with practising co-production and their 
actions to address these could be understood in terms of NPT’s sensemaking, 
engagement, enactment and appraisal, providing further action perspectives for its 
normalisation. While the project teams heavily invested in engagement and enactment, 
the mechanisms of sensemaking and appraisal gained less attention (or at least only 
insofar as was necessary to encourage engagement and enactment), while this might 
have enhanced the integrity with which co-production features were implemented in 
earlier stages. Other scholars have drawn similar conclusions, pointing out that 
explicit attention should be given to the normalisation process early on (e.g., Clarke et 
al., 2013; Jones et al., 2016). This corroborates my earlier observation that learning 
occurred ad hoc, and that policy researchers were inclined to focus on hardware as 
opposed to software. 

Additionally, I found that impact assessment as input for appraisal was deemed a more 
important instrument for policy researchers to enhance legitimacy as I was led to 
expect on the basis of NPT literature (e.g., May et al., 2015; Murray et al., 2011), as it 
helped to ‘prove’ co-production’s merit and validity. Indeed, impact assessment 
supported normalisation as policy researchers could use the results to attest to the 
approach’s value, resulting in increased organisational support (engagement). This 
observation adds some nuance to other literature that uses the NPT framework, as it 
suggests that different types of investments in different mechanisms at different 
moments in time may be required, depending on the level of controversy that 
surrounds a new practice, rather than overall ‘equal’ investment in all mechanisms at 
once. A practice that is considered more controversial in its intended contexts may 
require more initial investment in engagement and may benefit from highly formal 
external impact assessment, while practices that are highly complex but less contested 
may require earlier on investment in sensemaking. This has implications for scholars 
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who use the NPT framework either prospectively to guide normalisation (e.g., De Brún 
et al., 2016) or retrospectively to gain understanding for why a practice became 
embedded or not (e.g., May et al., 2011; Murray et al., 2010). In both types of uses, 
high degrees of contextual sensitivity is required to understand what type of 
investments in which mechanisms and when are necessary to advance normalisation.  

In its most elaborate conceptualisations, NPT comprises numerous (sub)concepts 
pertaining to each core mechanism (May & Finch, 2009) (for example, the core 
mechanisms of enactment is conceptualised to comprise interactional workability, 
relational integration, contextual integration, skill set workability).19 While in theory this 
may make a framework versatile in use, I found – as did many other users, as pointed 
out in a review of 29 articles using NPT by McEvoy et al. (2014) – these concepts not 
instantly intuitive. To make them applicable, significant translation efforts are 
required, leaving too much room for interpretation and thereby potentially 
compromising their empirical use (a matter also addressed by Finch et al., 2012). 
Hence, I followed the example of McNaughton et al. (2019) and chose to focus my 
analysis around NPT’s four core mechanisms, and re-labelled them to make them 
more accessible and to operationalise the concepts in a relevant way with more ease. 
This way, ‘coherency’ was re-labelled as sensemaking, ‘cognitive participation’ as 
engagement, ‘collective action’ as enactment and ‘reflexive monitoring’ became 
appraisal.  

Lastly, I have used NPT retrospectively in this thesis: I have used it to look back to 
understand the doings and sayings of policy researchers to gain insight into the 
process of normalisation and how it may be further fostered. In literature, NPT is also 
proposed as a framework to use formatively and as guide to support normalisation in 
situ (e.g., de Brún et al., 2016). As this may support the normalisation of co-production 
in practice, I reflect upon this potential in Section 9.4 as practical way forward.  

9.3 Reflections on the research approach 
Before I continue with some suggestions for ways forward for research and practice, I 
reflect on the research approach that was adopted in this thesis. I attend to my own 
role as researcher-practitioner and the strategies undertaken to establish credibility, 
dependability, transferability and confirmability (together understood as the 
trustworthiness of the research, or as the research’s internal and external validity; 

 
 

 

19 Also see www.normalisationprocess.org/what-is-npt 
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Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In so doing, I also attend to the strengths and limitations of 
this thesis. 

During the studies I performed a role of researcher-practitioner at the PBL. I took 
active part in the research projects I presented as cases, and workshops and meetings 
with the PBL community and other involved actors. This provided me with a ‘view 
from the trenches’ to experience the practical concerns of policy researchers with 
implementing knowledge co-production in evaluation first hand. Apart from its 
obvious assets, with this role also specific focal points emerge as regards the 
trustworthiness of the research. 

To start with, working in such close proximity to the object of study presents possible 
risks for researcher bias by becoming too involved and identify too much with the 
practitioners. Several strategies were employed to remedy such bias. Firstly, 
triangulation of research methods was applied to establish a rich and comprehensive 
account. We drew from multiple data sources obtained through various methods, for 
instance by combining participant observations with semi-structured interviews 
(Chapter 4), document analyses and focus groups (Chapters 5, 6 and 8) and 
literature studies (Chapter 7) in both single case (Chapters 4, 6 and 8) and 
comparative case studies (Chapter 5). By triangulating data obtained through various 
research methods, interpretations could be challenged, confirmed or enriched as they 
emerged over the course of the research. Secondly, qualitative data obtained through 
semi-structured interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. Analyses occurred either by qualitative data analysis software or by 
Microsoft Excel to gain a structured and systematic overview of relevant concepts and 
their underlying patterns. To enhance credibility, we send interview and focus group 
respondents summaries that presented our interpretations of the conversation or 
discussion, to test these for accuracy from their perspective (i.e., member checking) 
(Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 8). Also, (parts of) study findings were presented during 
meetings and workshops with commissioners and/or respondents to gain input and 
check for recognisability (all Chapters). In both situations, we took respondents’ and 
commissioners’ feedback seriously, especially with regards to factual inaccuracies. 
We, however, held prerogative over the studies’ findings and conclusions. Thirdly, 
researcher triangulation was applied: by conducting each study in a team of three or 
more researchers, we sought to take advantage of each other’s individual qualities and 
perspectives to challenge one another’s interpretations and underlying assumptions, 
to check on biased perceptions and to identify possible blind spots.  

Furthermore, I pursued a reflexive stance towards my own perspective and position 
regarding the PBL and the normalisation of co-production by organising feedback on 
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my interpretations and conclusions by both academic and practice experts. The 
research teams were expanded with a (changing) researcher who had not been 
previously involved with the respective projects nor their context to function as 
“critical friend”. They were tasked with suggesting alternative explanations to the 
findings, bringing in fresh theoretical and societal orientations and overall critically 
challenging interpretations and conclusions. Also, I engaged in reflexive dialogues 
with PBL colleagues to test for complementary and divergent understandings of the 
findings, to enhance awareness of my own disposition and assumptions and advance 
understanding of their views and the contexts in which these manifest. To further 
enhance this reflexive stance, for several studies external scientific review committees 
were installed to review the research process and outcomes (Chapters 6 and 8).  

As regards transferability, as a researcher-practitioner I was dependent on the projects 
and activities regarding knowledge co-production that presented themselves and 
which I selected for data collection. I have particularly focused on knowledge co-
production in policy evaluation studies. This means that I have analysed a limited part 
of PBL’s research practice, namely that which focuses on policy evaluation as opposed 
to, for instance, outlook studies, computational modelling or other types of analyses in 
which co-production approaches may be adopted. Other occurrences regarding the 
(the normalisation of) co-production within the organisation have therefore remained 
largely unexplored. However, the policy evaluation projects that constituted the 
empirical context of the studies (the NP project in particular) presented three high-
profile projects that had the attention of the PBL community due to their innovative 
approach to evaluation. This augmented the expression of organisational norms for 
what is conventional and acceptable regarding science-policy interactions during 
discussions on the new approach and presented a unique opportunity to explore the 
interactions between these structures and policy researchers who aspired co-
production. As regards policy practice, the fact that the cases were policy evaluations 
had a similarly amplifying effect on the rigidity with which norms and customs were 
maintained, due to evaluations’ inherently political nature. I feel confident that the 
challenges and activities to pursue the implementation and normalisation of 
knowledge co-production that were found are similar – if somewhat less amplified – in 
other knowledge co-production projects. This is further supported by, for example, the 
challenges of other PBL projects that seek to address complex multi-actor and multi-
level (MLMA) policy programmes that are discussed in the organisation’s formal 
Community of Practice MLMA Governance.   

As the transferability to other research organisations is concerned, I would argue that 
the PBL presents a representative case for environmental boundary organisations who 
are confronted with demands for more reflexive research while experiencing 
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limitations to the discretion they have to practise alternative modes of knowledge 
production due to political, societal and institutional expectations on what policy 
research ‘ought to do’. In the literature, institutions that compare to the PBL are 
frequently used as cases to reflect upon challenges with institutionalisation of co-
production. See, for instance, Beck et al. (2014) for a reflection on reflexive research in 
the IPCC and IPBES, or Van der Hel & Biermann (2016) for a comparison of six 
science institutions engaged with the Sustainable Development Goals and how these 
seek to acquire epistemic authority in the face of wicked problems. I content that the 
difficulties with practising reflexive research that are identified in these cases may also 
be understood through the lens of normalisation, and expect that loss of integrity due 
to modification of theoretical-ideal features is explanatory for why reflexive research 
in these cases sometimes appears a rather conservative operationalisation of how it is 
presented in theory.    

Universities are also frequented in studies on knowledge co-production. While 
difficulties with practising and normalising reflexive research are also identified for 
universities (for instance, co-production is considered a risky endeavour, especially for 
young academics, as it requires them to diverge from traditionally practices and how 
these are rewarded in academic settings; Oliver et al., 2019), their distance to the 
science-policy interface as compared to boundary organisations such as the PBL also 
suggests that they may be less bounded by societal and political expectations for 
policy researchers. As such, they may experience more discretion in the approaches 
to knowledge production they select. This, however, would require further inquiry.  

In this thesis I have strived for analytical depth to understand the process of 
normalisation of knowledge co-production. In addition to adopting the NPT 
framework, I have drawn from multiple bodies of literature from a range of fields to 
derive a broad range of sensitising concepts to help guide my analysis of the doings 
and sayings of policy researchers. These bodies included research and innovation 
studies, sustainability science, and environmental policy research. In each of these 
fields, different commonly used theories or methodologies for knowledge production 
aimed at responsible and sustainable development and societal transformation can be 
identified (also see Chapter 2). For instance, in research and innovation studies, 
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) has found wide uptake (e.g., Owen et al., 
2012), whereas transdisciplinary research is more commonly used in sustainability 
science (e.g., Scholz & Steiner, 2015a, 2015b). As regards environmental policy 
research, collaborative approaches to policy evaluation, such as reflexive evaluation, 
prevail (e.g., Nieminen & Hyytinen, 2015; Regeer et al., 2009). While the division 
between these theories and methodologies across bodies of literature is not 
necessarily strict – for instance, the term transdisciplinarity is also frequented in 
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studies on RRI (Wickson & Carew, 2014) – in general, they appear to remain mostly 
separated in research practice. I identified common ground in their issue-driven and 
actionable character, their deliberative and interactive view on science-policy 
relationships and their aim to advance the reflexivity of those involved with the 
knowledge production process, policy researchers and actors alike. Importantly, each 
of these fields identifies problems with moving from theory and practice, accompanied 
by scholarly discussion on the importance of and difficulties with institutionalisation of 
knowledge co-production (e.g., Chouinard, 2013; Polk, 2014; Van Hove & Wickson, 
2017). By bringing these fields together in this thesis, I was able to draw on these 
discussions and mobilise their particular strengths to derive sensitising concepts. For 
example, in the literature on reflexive evaluation, the difficulties for practising and 
normalising reflexive evaluation have been explained through the exploration of 
differing institutional logics regarding policy evaluation practice (Chouinard, 2013; 
Dahler-Larsen & Schwandt, 2012; Kunseler & Vasileiadou, 2016), while this appears 
less the case for sustainability science and transdisciplinary research (but see Felt et 
al., 2016, and Van der Hel, 2016). Similarly, the body of knowledge on the intricacies 
of participatory learning and reflexive monitoring to support transdisciplinary research 
endeavours is more advanced than is the case for RRI or reflexive evaluation 
(Gaziulusoy et al., 2016; Lux et al., 2019). Mobilising different elements of different 
theories and methods regarding knowledge co-production during my studies allowed 
me to explore the normalisation of co-production from different angles and provided 
complementary theoretical explanations for the challenges I observed policy 
researchers encounter with its normalisation, as well as recommendations to support 
this process. I feel that, should I have focused on a single theory or methodology, the 
richness of my exploration of the normalisation process of knowledge co-production 
as presented in this thesis would have been reduced and less in-depth. The communal 
search for how to move from reflexive research in theory towards its 
institutionalisation in real-life settings in all these fields (and the proliferation of 
concepts and theories that accompanies it) in and of itself suggests its on-going 
normalisation.  

9.4 Ways forward 

For research 
The research in this thesis brought forward several insights regarding the process of 
normalisation of knowledge co-production that require further inquiry. To start, I 
found the temporal less-rigorous application of certain (aspects of) co-production key 
features may be permissible to develop the legitimacy and commitment required for 
its initiation. This arguably requires advanced understanding of matters of integrity 
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and the non-negotiables of co-production to prevent over-modification and 
unrepairable loss of integrity. However, I expect that due to co-production’s high 
context specific and situatedness, what is non-negotiable may likely be equally 
context- and situation-dependent. Further study into non-negotiables and the 
temporal aspect of integrity of knowledge co-production is required to advance 
understanding on how integrity may be managed and how its normalisation may be 
fostered over time.  

Furthermore, I found that normalisation is dependent on developments in its wider 
contexts and the readiness of these contexts for reflexive modes of research. In 
particular, political pressure was observed to be pertinent for policy actors’ 
appreciation for knowledge co-production processes and for what they thought were 
appropriate science-policy relationships, with implications for how policy researchers 
may design and implement co-production, as also found by other scholars 
(Kowalczewska & Behagel, 2019). In Section 9.1 I posed a number of questions 
regarding the possibility of normalising co-production in highly political settings. 
Further inquiry into such instances and the subsequent sayings and doings of policy 
actors is necessary to deepen understanding of how political developments determine 
the space for practising reflexive modes of research.  

This also brings me to the following consideration regarding contexts. The studies 
presented in this thesis have mostly considered contexts from the perspective of 
individual research projects and the experiences from involved policy researchers. I 
have thereby strived to go beyond studying individual endeavours of knowledge co-
production (as is observed to be common practice; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2015; Irwin et 
al., 2013) and to appreciate these in their wider contexts of application. As social 
practice theorist suggest, practices are never standalone, but rather are part of a 
bundle (Schatzki, 2016) or a network of practices that are all practised simultaneously. 
While outside of the scope of this thesis, this advocates studying the relations and 
interconnectedness of other practices regarding knowledge use and production in the 
policy contexts that surrounds the PBL. Nicolini’s (2012) suggestion for alternating 
between ‘zooming in’ (as I have mostly done) and ‘zooming out’ to study practices 
appears especially appt in this regard. As Braun & Könninger (2018) also address, a 
more holistic or systemic (zoomed out) view on the practice of reflexive research is 
required to fully appreciate the limitations and opportunities for its normalisation 
within science-policy systems. While they suggest a number of frameworks to study 
co-production more systemically, they conclude that further scholarly discussion is 
required on how best to apply such a zoomed out view. Here, potentially, the Multi-
level Perspective (MLP) originating from the system innovation paradigm might 
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provide useful vantage points (Geels, 2006) as would Grin’s (2020) conceptualisation 
of innovation initiatives from within the heart of the regime.  

For practice  
The research in this thesis also points towards several considerations for knowledge 
co-production practice, specifically as regards how normalisation may be fostered. 
Policy researchers were inclined to focus more on the doing of knowledge co-
production that on the thinking about it – in NPT terms, there was less (or, later) 
invested in sensemaking and appraisal than might be considered preferable given not 
only the literature on normalisation (e.g., May & Finch, 2009) but also this thesis’ 
findings. Using the NPT framework as guide during the normalisation process may 
make policy researchers better able to identify the challenges they encounter earlier in 
the process, and provide inspiration for strategies to address these. For instance, 
awareness that a lack of mutual understanding within the research project team 
frustrates collaboration might lead to active pursuit of shared sensemaking and giving 
meaning to co-production. In Chapter 5, a heuristic tool based on NPT and Kemmis 
& McTaggart's (1982) action-reflection cycle to support policy researchers with 
normalising knowledge co-production, by helping them identify unconducive 
contextual structures and plan relevant activities to address these. During the 
implementation of knowledge co-production, the heuristic guides them through 
successive cycles of action-reflection to support the integrity their approach and its 
normalisation. In Figure 9.1 I have adapted this heuristic to also include NPT’s core 
mechanisms.  

Such prospective or formative use of NPT has been recommended by other scholars 
(e.g., Murray et al., 2010). Notably, de Brún et al. (2016) recommend to use the NPT 
framework in combination with participatory learning and action, an action-oriented 
research methodology that shows close resemblance to reflexive monitoring. While 
reflexive monitoring in this thesis’ studies was not combined with NPT (the NPT 
framework was applied retrospectively in some to understand the process of 
normalisation), taking these together has obvious potential for supporting 
normalisation. However, it was our experience that for reflexive monitoring to have 
effect, it needs to be sufficiently embedded in the primary process and requires shared 
ownership for the respective research project team to take the reflexive monitor (and 
her reflections) seriously (Fielke et al., 2017; Rijswijk et al., 2015). Formalising 
reflexive monitoring as a compulsory component of knowledge co-production might 
be of aid in this regard, although a more intrinsic motivation for reflexive learning of 
policy researchers seems a more important condition for shared ownership.  



| Chapter 9 

| 208 
 

 

Figure 9.1 A heuristic tool proposed to support policy researchers with the normalisation of 
knowledge co-production during its implementation (based on Chapter 5).  

Finally, I posited that organisations may encourage contextual readiness for the   
normalisation of knowledge co-production, by supplying the ‘orgware’ required for 
supporting the implementation and development of hardware and software (Taibi et 
al., 2016). Orgware, for instance, concerns the availability of sufficient expertise within 
the organisation regarding knowledge co-production. This may imply the 
reconsideration of an organisation’s hiring policy. Expertise may also be nurtured by 
organising platforms for discussing methodological innovation (i.e., hardware) and 
underlying values and ideals on the roles of policy researchers in science-policy 
systems (i.e., software), for instance through (informal) Communities of Practice 
(Galarneau, 2002; Wenger, 2000) or via trainings, workshops and guided peer 
consultations. Additionally, orgware also concerns the consideration of organisational 
process and procedures regarding how policy research is conducted. For instance, the 
emergent character of knowledge co-production processes generally fit poorly with 
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strictly maintained research proposals and planning, and rather require a type of 
management style that allows for emergence and iteration, and has adaptive capacity. 
Finally, in literature on organisational innovation there is argued for appointing (more 
or less formally) innovation ambassadors: employees who enjoy endorsement from 
executive and managerial levels and general credibility within the organisation, who 
may inspire collective pursuit of organisational innovation (Karlsson & Björk, 2017).  

As regards the readiness of the policy context, for successful science-policy 
knowledge co-production degrees of normalisation are arguably also required in these 
settings. While outside the scope of this thesis, the core mechanisms of the NPT 
framework and the notions of hardware, software and orgware may also provide 
useful analytical and practical frameworks to study and promote co-production’s 
normalisation.  

9.5 Concluding remarks 
This thesis started out with a quote from PBL’s chief scientist dr.prof. Bas Arts, 
illustrating the normalisation of co-production in policy evaluation since it was first 
introduced in the Natuurpact research project in 2014. While hardly the organisation’s 
first undertaking with knowledge co-production, its scale and duration and the fact 
that it concerned a policy evaluation stirred up quite some dust. As I have shown in this 
thesis, the process of normalisation that followed was a rocky road, full of contestation 
and debate, taking one step forwards and, sometimes, two steps back. Notably, it 
continuous to take shape. Rather than a revolutionary change, the innovation towards 
a more reflexive research practice has an evolutionary and incremental character 
(Fischer et al., 2012, in reference to system innovation in the agri-food sector). 
Nevertheless, relatively small steps may, together, lead to a significant result. In his 
essay, Hajer (former executive director of the PBL; 2011) quotes Zhang (2011): “you 
feel for stones to cross a river”, illustrating how the path towards transformative change 
comprises a series of – more modest and simpler – changes, and cannot be known 
beforehand; rather, one has to learn one’s way towards it.  

Such small steps are visible throughout the organisation. For instance, in explicating 
the organisation’s ambitions for a reflexive practice in its Vision 2025, the recently 
formulated organisation-wide visions on quality and impact and the initiation of 
various research projects in which co-production approaches are adopted. Or, in the 
reflexive dialogues with practice experts on the appropriate role of the PBL in light of 
contemporary, complex environmental policy issues that are orchestrated by the 
organisation. It is by taking these small steps, the organisation and its policy 
researchers may gradually build the required capacity to walk the walk of co-
production and move towards a practice of reflexivity.  
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Summary 

Introduction and background 
The complex and intractable character of today’s environmental and sustainability 
issues present unprecedented challenges to science and policy alike. In response, 
there is called for more reflexive modes of knowledge production. With such modes, 
academic and non-academic actors collaborate in processes of knowledge co-
production geared towards societal transformation and sustainable development. 
Despite knowledge co-production’s increasing popularity, it has been argued that, in 
practice, it appears to deviate little from conventional technocratic ideas on the 
interactions between science and policy. Policy researchers in the Global North who 
aspire knowledge co-production are shown to run into societal, political, cultural and 
institutional barriers as the respective science-policy systems appear to privilege more 
classical modes of knowledge production. Consequently, co-production’s 
transformative power often falls short of its potential to contribute to sustainability. [  

Addressing these barriers, scholars have called for the institutionalisation of reflexive 
research. Yet, the process by which institutionalisation might be achieved and what its 
outcomes might look like so far have received relatively little empirical and theoretical 
attention. This thesis aims to make up for this, and does so by exploring the process 
by which knowledge co-production in policy evaluation – as an enactment of reflexive 
research – becomes normalised at a Dutch knowledge institute positioned at the 
intersection of science and policy, viz. the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy 
Assessment Agency (Dutch: Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, or PBL). 

The main research question addressed in this thesis is as follows:  

How does the process of normalisation of knowledge co-production in policy 
evaluation at the PBL Netherlands Environmental Policy Assessment Agency take 
shape? 

With normalisation, I refer to the process by which knowledge co-production becomes 
implemented, embedded and integrated into an organisation’s standing research 
practice. Normalisation does not imply that co-production has replaced or subsumed 
all other approaches to policy research; rather, I refer to a situation where co-
production in policy evaluation has become just as normal as other standing 
approaches. I adopted this understanding of normalisation from Normalisation 
Process Theory (NPT) ), a theoretical framework to study and advance the 
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normalisation of newly introduced practices, on which I expand in Chapter 2. The 
framework conceptualises the complex interactions between actors who aspire 
knowledge co-production and its normalisation, and the (unconducive) contextual 
structures – the predominant rules and norms that guide their practice – they may 
encounter. Notably, NPT has particular attention for the work policy researchers do to 
(un)successfully navigate these structures, which arguably affects the transformative 
potential of the knowledge co-production process they engage with.  

Research design  
I adopted a practice-based approach to empirically study PBL’s (attempted) practice 
of co-production (Chapter 3). The PBL has an authoritative status on the Dutch 
science-policy interface and a long-standing positivist-technocratic orientation 
towards policy research. In recent years, the PBL has made its ambition for innovative 
and reflexive research modes to better address complex socio-environmental 
problems increasingly explicit. At the same time, however, its policy researchers 
cannot elude the more traditional expectations on the organisation’s role and function 
that reside within the organisation itself and its wider policy context. In my studies, 
the organisation serves as paradigmatic case to study the work policy researchers do 
to implement and normalise co-production. The insights presented in this thesis holds 
relevance for policy researchers (and their organisations) who find themselves in 
similar positions and with similar aspirations.  

Over the course of my research (2015-2021), I participated as researcher-practitioner 
in various evaluation projects in which a knowledge co-production approach was 
adopted. This allowed me a ‘view from the trenches’ on the emerging practice of co-
production. I conducted a total of four studies for which I made use of various 
methods for data collection – such as participant observation, semi-structured 
interviews, focus group discussions and document analysis – to address different 
aspects of the normalisation process. These include the challenges policy researchers 
face, the activities they undertake to address these, the influence of contextual 
developments on normalisation and the potential of reflexive monitoring to support 
normalisation. 

The main empirical focus of this thesis is the Natuurpact reflexive evaluation (Dutch: 
Lerende evaluatie van het Natuurpact; NP) a longitudinal large-scale policy research 
programme conducted by the PBL in cooperation with Wageningen University & 
Research (WUR). The NP research project runs from 2014-2027 and involves multiple 
three-year cycles. In the project an explicit knowledge co-production approach is 
adopted. While hardly the organisation’s first undertaking of knowledge co-
production, the NP project was its first endeavour of knowledge co-production in 
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policy evaluation of considerable scale and duration. I was involved as reflexive 
monitor, for which I combined the roles of facilitator of reflexive learning and impact 
assessor, to both help develop capacity for co-production and to review the project’s 
policy impact. Additionally, two other policy evaluations at the PBL with a knowledge 
co-production approach served as cases in my research: the Inter-Administrative 
Programme Vibrant Rural Areas reflexive evaluation (Dutch: Lerende evaluatie van het 
Interbestuurlijk Programma Vitaal Platteland; VRA) and the Regional Deals for 
advancing regional wellbeing reflexive research programme (Dutch: Lerend 
kennisprogramma voor Regio Deals voor regionale brede welvaart; RD), which provided 
the opportunity for more comparative analyses of policy researchers’ doings and 
sayings with normalising co-production. 

Main conclusions and discussion 
As regards how the normalisation process took shape, I found that the NP research 
team’s decisions on how to operationalise key features of knowledge co-production 
were informed by disparate institutional logics – the modernist and reflexive – on what 
policy evaluation is and ‘ought to do’ (Chapter 4). The collaborative character of co-
production that characterised the NP project evoked criticism from the PBL 
community for its perceived risk for objectivity and independence, and the 
organisation’s credibility in general. These golden standards for rigorous and valid 
policy research trace back to the predominant discourse on policy science, rooted in 
modernist logic. In a similar vein, the collaborative character made (some) policy 
actors apprehensive to take on the active role and ownership required for successful 
collaboration, as it rubbed up against entrenched expectations on the roles of policy 
researchers and actors. The modernist logic prevailing, knowledge co-production 
lacked legitimacy as valid approach to policy evaluation in the eyes of PBL colleagues 
and (some of the) involved policy actors. This was also found for the VRA and RD 
projects (Chapter 5). The lack of legitimacy for co-production in both the 
organisational and policy context presents the first part of policy researchers’ main 
challenge for its implementation and normalisation.  

The research project teams were observed to invest significant time and effort to 
legitimise co-production to ensure the organisational support and involvement of 
policy actors required for their projects’ success (Chapters 4, 5 and parts of 8). The 
actions the teams undertook were directed at establishing alignment between 
prevailing structures for policy research (such as rules and norms; rooted in the 
modernist logic), and co-production’s key features (embodying reflexive logic). In 
Chapters 4 and 5 I identify two types of alignment activities. First, the negotiation of 
prevailing structures to stretch and restructure these to also encompass key features 
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of co-production. For example, it became increasingly regular practice to extend peer-
review communities to policy and societal actors, by which the organisation’s golden 
standard of objectivity was implicitly expanded to intersubjectivity. Second, when 
rules appeared too rigid to negotiate, policy researchers were observed to modify co-
production’s theoretical-ideal key features to ensure alignment. While a certain degree 
of modification is likely necessary for an innovation to have viability when introduced 
into a new context, scholars also warn against its over-modification as this may cause 
the loss of the innovation’s purpose integrity. It is here that the second part of the 
main challenge that policy researchers faced for normalisation comes to the fore: 
developing legitimacy for knowledge co-production, without compromising the 
integrity of its original purpose by over-modifying its theoretical-ideal features.  

In my research, I posit that such over-modification may at least partially explain why 
some co-production practices are found to be tokenistic and deviate little from their 
technocratic counterparts. This appeared especially the case when policy researchers 
were less familiar with co-production’s key features. However, my research also 
demonstrated that, as experience grew and the consequences of over-modification 
became materially manifest, integrity loss was remedied by the re-modification of 
certain features. Chapter 5 shows how, for instance, the project teams over the 
course of their projects strived to increase the diversity of involved stakeholders to 
enhance the wider relevance and usability of their projects’ findings. Moreover, I 
found that the temporal less-rigorous application of (aspects of) key features may be 
permissible to develop the legitimacy and commitment required for co-production’s 
initiation. This arguably requires advanced understanding of matters of integrity and 
aspects of co-production that are non-negotiable to prevent over-modification and 
unrepairable loss of integrity. Also, it points towards the importance of a long-term 
take on normalisation processes.  

Chapter 8 additionally sheds lights on the development of specific reflexive skills by 
the NP project team, including sensitivity to disparate problem framings and 
institutional realities. These observations stress the importance of reflexive learning 
for the normalisation of knowledge co-production, as also highlighted by other 
scholars. Nonetheless, I found that the learning that took place tended to be of a 
somewhat superficial character. Often, learning occurred ad hoc, and only insofar as 
was required to resolve immediate (legitimacy) issues and continue with the projects 
(without, for instance, truly resolving deeper matters pertaining to interdisciplinary or 
epistemological confusion). It appeared that policy researchers were more occupied 
with the ‘hardware’ of co-production (e.g., organising group interviews and multi-
stakeholder workshops, and other more procedural aspects) as opposed to its 
‘software’ (i.e., reflecting upon underlying values and ideals, and how these may 
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conflict with prevailing rules). Scholars argue that attention for software is elemental 
for normalisation, because the necessary cultural change may otherwise lag behind, 
resulting in integrity loss. Here lies a potentially opportune role for reflexive 
monitoring to foster learning-by-doing and promote co-production integrity, upon 
which I reflect in Chapters 7 and 8.  

In these chapters I make the case for reflexive monitoring in action to simultaneously 
promote and assess knowledge co-production in evaluation, thereby contributing to 
its normalisation. Reflexive monitoring is a methodology aimed at enhancing the 
reflexivity of the project team to allow them to act in greater accordance with their 
ambitions and ideals in light of the institutional, societal and political context. I reflect 
upon the dual roles that I and co-workers from the VU Athena Institute adopted 
during the NP project as facilitators of reflexive learning and as assessors of the 
project’s quality and impact. While combining these roles were found to work 
complementary, we also experienced difficulties with compelling the team to pause 
and reflect on the values, presumptions and normative orientations guiding their 
practice. They were more occupied with our impact assessment, which, while formally 
purposed to inform learning processes for the next project cycle, to them was a 
powerful tool to legitimise co-production by attesting to its scientific rigour and 
impact. Their preoccupation with legitimising co-production led the NP project team 
to (unwittingly) outsource the responsibility for maintaining the integrity of their 
approach to us: their focus on its hardware and ‘doing’ co-production abstained 
attention for its software and ‘thinking’ about it. For reflexive monitoring to 
successfully contribute to normalisation, the respective project team should 
experience ownership over their reflexive learning process, and structural reflection 
should be adequately embedded within the knowledge co-production process.  

In addition to providing detail to the process of normalisation, Chapters 5 and 6 of 
this thesis discuss how contextual developments affect how rigidly unconducive 
contextual structures are maintained, thereby delimiting the space that policy 
researchers have to implement and normalise co-production without over-
modification. I posit that such contextual developments affect what in literature is 
conceptualised as contextual readiness for normalisation. In Chapter 5 I discuss 
several organisational developments, including the instalment of an organisation-wide 
Community of Practice as platform to discuss the projects’ approach, which are 
revealed as important contributing factors for normalisation. My findings corroborate 
previous studies that suggest that organisational learning is crucial for successful 
normalisation. This type of learning pertains to the ‘orgware’ of co-production, 
meaning organising the supporting structures for the aforementioned hardware and 
software (e.g., sufficient capacity, training, changes in organisational procedures).  
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As regards the readiness of the policy context, Chapter 6 reports on the influence of 
political developments as these affect how policy actors and researchers involved with 
the NP project perceive its impact and value its co-production approach. Respondents 
were observed to mobilise four ideal-typical impact rationales to make sense of the 
project’s impact: the accountability, instrumental, network and transformative rationale. 
The four rationales are shown to differ in their degree of appreciation for knowledge 
co-production, amongst other things. Which rationale is recruited, so my research 
suggests, is affected by political developments, such as policy deadlines drawing near. 
This presented a risk for the normalisation of co-production, as policy actors were 
observed to increasingly mobilise the accountability rationale and favour more 
classical functions of policy evaluation (e.g., fulfilling purposes of accountability and 
compliance). Similar observations have been made in other studies, pointing out that, 
as political tensions grow, policy actors are inclined to default into conventional 
science-policy interactions as these are widely assumed to provide indisputable, 
independent and objective knowledge. This allows them to shift blame and avoid 
accountability for public decisions. My research draws attention to important 
questions, e.g., is it practically possible to implement and normalise knowledge co-
production (with integrity) in highly political settings? At the same time, however, I 
observed policy actors progressively mobilise the transformative rationale, as they 
increasingly viewed nature policy as running into systemic barriers, especially in 
interaction with other policy domains. Consequently, their perceived urgency for 
system learning and transformative change increased. Political developments hence 
may also enhance contextual readiness for knowledge co-production, as actors may 
experience increased urgency for system change and reflexive ways of working.  

Contributions to research and practice  
This thesis aims to promote reflexive research’s advancement in science-policy 
systems by deepening understanding of how a normalisation process of a practice of 
knowledge co-production in policy evaluation takes shape. It is a complex, dynamic 
and emerging process, that involves the on-going orchestration of alignment by 
negotiating contextual structures and modifying co-production’s key features. During 
this process, rather than a focus on a ‘perfect’ practice, focusing on what steps can be 
taken to establish a foothold for co-production may be more fruitful. A (temporal) less-
rigorous application of co-production’s key features may be permissible in light of this 
foothold and to accommodate to unconducive structures. Nevertheless, for 
normalisation to be successful, the structures that make up the contexts in which co-
production is introduced need to change in sync with the new practice itself. To fully 
appreciate and allow for these change processes, a long-term perspective is necessary.  
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Practically, this thesis provides useful vantage points to support this process. 
Normalisation involves policy researchers and research teams to navigate legitimising 
co-production on the one hand and staying true to its theoretical ideals on the other, 
in a type of unchoreographed dance. To know which foot is next, policy researchers 
require reflexive capacity. In light of this, I argue that more purposeful investment in 
reflexive learning and consideration for co-production’s software is necessary. This 
asks structural reflection, and its adequate embedding in the research process from its 
onset. In further support for normalisation, I found that organisations may encourage 
contextual readiness by supplying the required orgware, thereby providing a 
responsive institutional environment to support innovation. Additionally, continued 
attention for co-production’s hardware is necessary to ensure the quality and impact 
of the more methodological and procedural aspects the approach. As regards the 
readiness of the policy context, policy researchers – and their organisations for that 
matter – require sensitivity to political-administrative tension to deduce whether and 
how co-production might be a suitable way forward. While outside of the scope of this 
thesis, for successful science-policy knowledge co-production, normalisation should 
also occur within the policy context. Likely, in this context notions similar to software, 
hardware and orgware may be fruitful to assess and promote co-production’s 
normalisation.  

To conclude, the necessary changes towards a more reflexive research practice do not 
occur in dramatic revolutions, but have an evolutionary and incremental character. 
But together, small steps can take you a long way and may lead to significant changes. 
It is by taking small steps that organisations and their policy researchers may 
gradually develop the space and capacity to walk the walk of co-production, and to 
move towards a practice of reflexivity.
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Action created the space for learning-by-doing – an iterative cycle based on the audacity to 
fail (at the beginning).  

– Lang et al., 2012  

 

 

 

 

 

 






	Lege pagina
	Lege pagina

