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Abstract: Reflexivity is regarded as essenƟal for enabling transformaƟve transdisciplinary research, 25 
yet it remains a marginal pracƟce that is weakly insƟtuƟonalised. This PerspecƟve draws on the 26 
experiences of the Reflexivity Task Force, a dedicated group of researchers established to embed 27 
reflexivity within the Horizon Europe BIONEXT project. We show that intenƟonally designed reflexive 28 
intervenƟons can surface hidden biases, power dynamics and divergent perspecƟves influencing 29 
transdisciplinary research. However, barriers to engaging researchers with more conflictual or deeply 30 
entrenched dimensions of posiƟonality and power can lead to ‘safe’ forms of reflecƟon with limited 31 
impact on research outcomes. We argue that making reflexivity more than a mirror requires 32 
insƟtuƟonal transformaƟon, moving reflexivity from an opƟonal pracƟce to a core scienƟfic capacity 33 
embedded within research governance, funding and evaluaƟon systems. Importantly, this 34 
insƟtuƟonalisaƟon of reflexivity must not come at the cost of maintaining its provocaƟve spirit, 35 
which requires deliberaƟve engagement with pluralism and contestaƟon. 36 
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1. The call for reflexivity in sustainability research  39 

TransformaƟve change is required to secure a liveable planet for people and nature (IPBES, 2024). In 40 
response, research is increasingly expected to contribute not only to understanding sustainability 41 
challenges, but to shaping soluƟons. Transdisciplinary research is an approach for co-producing 42 
integraƟve, acƟon-oriented knowledge for sustainability by weaving together academic disciplines 43 
with the knowledge of societal actors beyond academia (Caniglia et al., 2020; Lang et al., 2012). A 44 
crucial contribuƟon of transdisciplinary research is ensuring that soluƟons are acƟonable and 45 
grounded in dynamic complexity through a pracƟce-based, societally embedded approach (West et 46 
al., 2019). 47 

Transdisciplinary research can be transformaƟve by generaƟng novel soluƟons that contest dominant 48 
views, structures and pracƟces underpinning complex sustainability challenges (Augenstein et al., 49 
2024; Fazey et al., 2020). However, this transformaƟve potenƟal is oŌen impeded by 50 
unacknowledged but persistent biases and power dynamics that shape whose knowledge is 51 
recognized, how problems are framed, and which soluƟons are considered legiƟmate (Fritz et al., 52 
2026; Lazurko et al., 2024; Wiegleb & Bruns, 2023). Misunderstanding and conflictual interpretaƟons 53 
can emerge in collaboraƟons across disciplines or between actors with divergent worldviews (Hertz 54 
& Schlüter, 2015; Strang, 2009; Turnhout, 2019). When the underlying power dynamics between 55 
these different perspecƟves are not addressed, a drive for consensus can mask divergent views 56 
(Gregory, 1996; Ulrich, 2003) or sƟfle transformaƟve insights that originate from marginalised 57 
knowledge systems or are yet unknown (Bornemann & Christen, 2020; Turnhout et al., 2026). 58 

These dynamics become parƟcularly important in science-policy seƫngs, where research acƟvely 59 
shapes soluƟons, policy opƟons and noƟons of feasibility (Borie et al., 2021; Turnhout, 2024). In such 60 
contexts, unexamined power relaƟons within transdisciplinary research risk reproducing dominant 61 
policy logics, even when parƟcipatory or integraƟve approaches are adopted (Turnhout et al., 2020, 62 
2026; Wyborn et al., 2021). As researchers hold the authority to determine methodological choices 63 
and whose knowledge counts in transdisciplinary processes (Reed et al., 2023), they must also bear 64 
responsibility for the process and the outcomes of their decisions.  65 

Reflexivity has been called upon as a crucial capacity to address this responsibility (Lazurko et al., 66 
2024; Popa et al., 2015; von Seggern et al., 2023). Reflexivity is oŌen colloquially understood as a 67 
mirror, enabling the criƟcal examinaƟon of one’s own biases and their influence on a situaƟon. 68 
PosiƟoned as a transformaƟve capacity in sustainability research, reflexivity becomes more than a 69 
mirror: a “dynamic, embedded and collecƟve process of self-scruƟny and mutual learning in service 70 
of transformaƟve change” (Lazurko et al., 2025). The transformaƟve potenƟal of reflexivity lies in its 71 
role in surfacing and mediaƟng the hidden biases and power dynamics that shape how diverse 72 
worldviews, disciplines and perspecƟves are integrated to inform soluƟons. Reflexivity thus enables 73 
more inclusive and adapƟve research processes: for example, by creaƟng space to elevate 74 
perspecƟves that appear marginalised (McIntyre et al., 2023; Staffa et al., 2022) or creaƟng 75 
condiƟons that allow plurality to surface and be deliberated in ways that meaningfully influence the 76 
research outcomes (Cockburn, 2022; Turnhout, 2024). 77 

The importance of reflexivity is further acknowledged through its recogniƟon as one of the four 78 
pillars of societal readiness, which is increasingly regarded as being as important as technological 79 
readiness in research and development projects (Francis et al., 2026). Together with inclusion, 80 
anƟcipaƟon, and responsiveness, reflexivity is expected to ensure that research outcomes align with 81 
long-term societal values, needs, and expectaƟons (Bernstein et al., 2022). As funding agencies 82 
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increasingly require researchers to address societal readiness, there is a growing need for pracƟcal, 83 
ready-to-use tools that can be readily implemented in research projects (Braun et al., 2025). 84 

Researchers are responding to these calls for reflexivity. For example, transdisciplinary frameworks 85 
weave together mulƟple knowledge systems (Chilisa, 2017; MarƟn, 2012; Tengö et al., 2014), 86 
support iteraƟve and collecƟve evaluaƟon of the research process with parƟcipants beyond 87 
academia (Hubeau et al., 2018; Mitchell et al., 2015), and help researchers reflexively choose 88 
different roles, epistemological commitments and methodological approaches (Chambers et al., 89 
2022; Haider et al., 2018). PosiƟonality statements are becoming more common in research outputs. 90 
Emerging criƟcal literature highlights the limitaƟons of the self in the mirror (Haider & Rieser, 2025) 91 
and argues that reflexivity must be provocaƟve in order to avoid reproducing the status quo 92 
(Hakkarainen & Lazurko, 2025). Nevertheless, researchers oŌen struggle to embed criƟcal 93 
approaches into transdisciplinary research – including and beyond reflexivity – within academic and 94 
science-policy insƟtuƟons that were not designed with reflexive pracƟce in mind (Cockburn & 95 
Cundill, 2018; Sellberg et al., 2021). These responses create barriers that limit the transformaƟve 96 
potenƟal of transdisciplinarity 97 

This PerspecƟve draws key lessons learned from a transdisciplinary experiment that aimed to 98 
address these challenges: the Reflexivity Task Force, a dedicated group of researchers from diverse 99 
insƟtuƟons, disciplines and countries, established to embed reflexivity within the Horizon Europe 100 
BIONEXT project. In this paper, we argue that significant insƟtuƟonal shiŌs are required to make 101 
reflexivity more than a mirror, surfacing blindspots that capture its transformaƟve potenƟal for 102 
transdisciplinary sustainability research. To inform this argument, we draw from our experiences 103 
establishing the task force and implemenƟng a series of reflexive intervenƟons (SecƟon 2). We share 104 
the insights and learning that emerged from these intervenƟons (SecƟon 3), informing our 105 
assessment regarding whether and how these intervenƟons became transformaƟve (SecƟon 4). 106 
These reflecƟons inform our call to acƟon (SecƟon 5), prompƟng research governance, funding and 107 
evaluaƟon systems to move reflexivity from an opƟonal pracƟce to a core scienƟfic capacity while 108 
maintaining its provocaƟve spirit. 109 

2. Methods: formation, interventions and reflections 110 

of the Reflexivity Task Force 111 

All co-authors of this paper are connected to the BIONEXT project. The consorƟum is represented by 112 
six core members of the Reflexivity Task Force and five researchers who parƟcipated in the task 113 
force’s acƟviƟes, while the remaining four authors are non-consorƟum parƟcipants from different 114 
sectors of society who were involved throughout the project co-creaƟon process. Together, the co-115 
authors provide a balanced view of the task force’s acƟviƟes and impact. BIONEXT is a research 116 
project involving ten partners across nine European countries that aimed to drive transformaƟve 117 
change and centre biodiversity in society, policymaking, and key sectors such as food, water, energy, 118 
transport, climate, and health. Researchers in the project are highly interdisciplinary, spanning 119 
diverse natural and social sciences, with many idenƟfying themselves as inter- or transdisciplinary. 120 
Non-consorƟum parƟcipants are part of a fluctuaƟng group of 20 to 25 key actors who were invited 121 
into the project co-creaƟon workshops to represent experƟse across policy sectors (i.e., biodiversity, 122 
energy, food, health, water, transport), organisaƟons (research, government, civil society/non-123 
governmental organisaƟon, business and minority groups) and geographic regions (i.e., western, 124 
southern and central/eastern Europe).  125 
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2.1 Formation of the task force 126 

The Reflexivity Task Force emerged informally during the first co-creaƟon workshop and consorƟum 127 
meeƟng of the BIONEXT project in May of 2023, in Santorini, Greece. As a Horizon Europe-funded 128 
project aiming to generate knowledge relevant for biodiversity governance across policy sectors, 129 
BIONEXT itself operates as part of the science-policy interface. Against this backdrop, a small group 130 
of BIONEXT researchers found common ground in our criƟcal, exploratory quesƟons about 131 
posiƟonality and knowledge integraƟon in transdisciplinary research. They became the founding 132 
members of the Reflexivity Task Force, with addiƟonal members joining shortly thereaŌer to ensure 133 
diversity across the project partners and work packages. Throughout the project, the task force 134 
fluctuated between 4 and 7 members, anchored by this founding group.  135 

From its incepƟon, the Reflexivity Task Force was moƟvated by a strong belief that reflexivity is 136 
essenƟal for rigorous and inclusive transdisciplinary research. Members drew on prior academic 137 
work and professional experience in reflexivity, acƟon research, epistemic jusƟce and posiƟonality. 138 
They also joined based on experienƟal insights from pracƟce beyond academia, bringing perspecƟves 139 
shaped by roles such as parenƟng, volunteering with refugees, working in mental health care, 140 
government, and collaboraƟng with local communiƟes, ciƟzens and NGOs. Together, these 141 
moƟvaƟons fostered a collecƟve ambiƟon to make reflexivity accessible, challenge unexamined 142 
assumpƟons, and support both personal and insƟtuƟonal learning.  143 

Early stages of the task force allowed for collecƟve sense-making around the project, our roles, and 144 
our ways of collaboraƟng within the consorƟum, which in itself became a key learning outcome of 145 
this work. Limited anchoring in the original project structure enabled experimentaƟon, but also 146 
affected the task force’s perceived legiƟmacy within the wider consorƟum, especially in the early 147 
days. Despite these challenges, the Reflexivity Task Force developed a clear idenƟty and path 148 
forward. Its explicit aim became to facilitate an interacƟve and construcƟve process of reflexivity 149 
around researchers’ and parƟcipants’ perspecƟves and subjecƟviƟes in the BIONEXT consorƟum, and 150 
how these influenced joint research outcomes. This aim was operaƟonalised through a series of 151 
reflexive intervenƟons embedded in the project, as described in the following secƟons. 152 

2.2 Interventions of the task force 153 

Reflexivity was embedded in BIONEXT through a series of concrete intervenƟons. These 154 
intervenƟons targeted three dimensions: 1) reflexivity among researchers, 2) reflexivity between 155 
researchers and co-creaƟon parƟcipants, and 3) reflexive evaluaƟon of the research process itself. 156 
While some intervenƟons were planned iniƟally, most emerged iteraƟvely in response to the project 157 
dynamics, ambiƟons and constraints. In this secƟon, we introduce the intervenƟons and the key 158 
insights gained. Table 1 provides an overview of the intervenƟons. The findings from each of these 159 
intervenƟons were summarised for key learnings and outcomes. These summaries were then further 160 
synthesised into three themes that cut across the intervenƟons, as presented in SecƟon 3. 161 
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Table 1: Summary of reflexive interventions embedded into the BIONEXT transdisciplinary research project and the data used for the analysis in this paper 162 

Dimension Reflexive 
intervenƟon 

Data used for analysis Dates Purpose related to reflexivity 

Researcher 
reflexivity 

Researcher 
interviews 
 
 

11 transcribed 
interviews 

March-April 
2024 

 Explore individual researcher perspecƟves and posiƟonality and their role in 
research design (e.g., discipline, values, moƟvaƟon, career stage) 

 Expose diverse perspecƟves on key topics in transdisciplinary research (e.g., 
complexity, quality of knowledge) 

Virtual researcher 
workshop 
 
 

Notes from two 
discussions 

February 2025  Facilitate collecƟve reflecƟon on key tensions and divergent perspecƟves in 
findings of researcher interviews (see acƟvity a) 

 Test iniƟal ideas to translate insights into a reflexive tool  

Development and 
tesƟng of a reflexive 
tool 

Feedback and notes 
from discussions 

January 2025 – 
January 2026 

 Translate insights from the Reflexivity Task Force into a pracƟcal tool that can 
foster more criƟcal, transparent dialogue within research teams 

 Develop and test the tool within the BIONEXT project, facilitaƟng collecƟve 
learning about epistemic differences, divergent perspecƟves and power 
dynamics in transdisciplinary research 

ParƟcipant-
researcher 
reflexivity 

Reflexivity moments 
in the co-creaƟon 
workshop series 

Notes and surveys 
from workshops with 
23 to 30 parƟcipants 

May 2024, May 
2025, May 2026 

 Explore and discuss unique parƟcipant perspecƟves and posiƟonality and their 
influence on parƟcipant contribuƟons (e.g., experƟse domain, region, ethnicity, 
career stage) 

 Expose diverse hidden assumpƟons about personal roles, logics and prioriƟes in 
transformaƟve change to enable more collaboraƟve discussions  

ParƟcipant 
interviews 

9 transcribed 
interviews 

June-July 2024  Explore percepƟons of knowledge integraƟon related to co-creaƟon workshop 
inputs, methods and group interacƟons 

 Expose diverse hidden assumpƟons about personal roles, logics and prioriƟes in 
transformaƟve change and their influence on parƟcipant contribuƟons 

Reflexive 
evaluaƟon 

Researcher surveys 15 filled in surveys November 2025  Evaluate the BIONEXT project for quality of knowledge integraƟon according to 
key themes and prioriƟes emerging from the Reflexivity Task Force 

 Evaluate the transformaƟve potenƟal of the Reflexivity Task Force 
 Understand the nature and extent of researcher learning through the acƟviƟes of 

the Reflexivity Task Force 
ParƟcipant survey  9 filled in surveys March-April 

2026 
 Evaluate the BIONEXT project for quality of knowledge integraƟon according to 

key themes and prioriƟes emerging from the Reflexivity Task Force 
 Evaluate the transformaƟve potenƟal of the Reflexivity Task Force 

163 
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Researcher reflexivity  164 

Researcher interviews  165 
We conducted semi-structured interviews with eleven BIONEXT researchers to support early 166 
reflecƟon on researchers’ posiƟonality and their perceived influence on methodological choices in 167 
the project. The interviews established a baseline for understanding how researchers conceptualised 168 
transdisciplinary research, complexity, and knowledge integraƟon, and informed the project’s joint 169 
concepƟon of the quality of knowledge integraƟon. Interviewees were selected to reflect diversity 170 
across project work packages, insƟtuƟons, disciplines and career stages. The interviews were 60 to 171 
90 minutes and followed an interview protocol (Appendix S1). Once transcribed, they were 172 
themaƟcally analysed by pairs of Task force members.  173 

Virtual researcher workshop 174 
All BIONEXT researchers were invited to aƩend one of two 90-minute interacƟve virtual workshops 175 
held in February 2025. The workshops aimed to sƟmulate criƟcal reflecƟon and mutual learning by 176 
collecƟvely discussing key findings and tensions emerging from the earlier researcher interviews. The 177 
sessions were structured around themes that emerged from the interviews, such as complexity, 178 
transdisciplinarity, influences on research choices, and knowledge integraƟon, using interview-based 179 
prompts to provoke broader discussion. An early version of a reflexive tool was briefly tested at the 180 
end of the workshop (see below). Key points from the discussion were captured by note-takers, and 181 
were synthesised and analysed. 182 

Development and tesƟng of a reflexive tool  183 
Building on the insights from the researcher interviews and virtual workshops, the task force 184 
developed, designed and iteraƟvely tested a reflexive tool – the Knowledge IntegraƟon Reflexivity 185 
Cards (KIRC). The tool was structured to facilitate structured yet open dialogue about oŌen implicit 186 
challenges of knowledge integraƟon in transdisciplinary research, with the aim of fostering criƟcal 187 
reflecƟon, surfacing epistemic differences, and prevenƟng the reinforcement of exisƟng power 188 
dynamics. The tool evolved iteraƟvely through analysis of earlier reflexive intervenƟons and through 189 
tesƟng across the project Ɵmeline. 190 

 191 

Fig.1: Example of a KIRC used to stimulate discussion among researchers about the quality of knowledge 192 
integration in transdisciplinary research 193 

IniƟal versions of the KIRCs translated recurring challenges in transdisciplinary research into 194 
structured prompts linked to key collaboraƟon processes. The cards were designed to encourage 195 
individual reflecƟon followed by collecƟve discussion on how knowledge integraƟon took place in 196 
pracƟce and where tensions or gaps emerged. Early tesƟng of these cards generated feedback that 197 
prompted a revision of the tool, moving away from a detailed scoring format toward a smaller set of 198 
broader, tension-oriented statements that probed underlying assumpƟons in transdisciplinary 199 



This manuscript is a non-peer reviewed preprint submiƩed to Ambio. 

research pracƟce. This later iteraƟon of the KIRCs was tested with the wider BIONEXT consorƟum 200 
(see example in Fig. 1).  201 

ParƟcipant-researcher reflexivity  202 

Reflexivity moments in the co-creaƟon workshop series  203 
Four co-creaƟve workshops with external parƟcipants were organised over four years to develop 204 
transformaƟve pathways towards nature-posiƟve futures for Europe and to inform acƟonable policy 205 
recommendaƟons. Workshops were designed sequenƟally, with efforts to maintain a relaƟvely stable 206 
group of approximately 25 parƟcipants to ensure conƟnuity and shared understanding across 207 
sessions. ParƟcipants represented diverse geographic regions, sectors, occupaƟons, genders and 208 
career stages. The workshops differed in terms of focus and methods used, but they all emphasised 209 
co-creaƟon between the parƟcipants and sought to establish a safe-enough space for trust-building 210 
and dialogue. This was supported through informal acƟviƟes, such as shared dinners, outdoor 211 
excursions, and hosƟng workshops in locaƟons connected to nature and biodiversity.  212 

Each workshop had a disƟnct focus within the overall research process and therefore provided 213 
different opportuniƟes for embedding reflexivity. The first workshop centred on co-creaƟng 214 
European-level nature-posiƟve shared visions, foregrounding values (Lazurko, de Pater, et al., 2025; 215 
Lazurko, Kim, et al., 2025). The second workshop focused on the co-creaƟon of just transformaƟve 216 
pathways, which represent tangible acƟons that connect the present to the envisioned futures from 217 
the first workshop (De Pater et al. 2025). The third workshop focused on reinforcing the earlier co-218 
created just transformaƟon pathways, building on a quanƟtaƟve and qualitaƟve analysis of the 219 
pathways, which highlighted weaknesses, strengths, and potenƟal opportuniƟes. The fourth 220 
workshop focused on translaƟng these findings into transformaƟve acƟon for biodiversity.  221 

222 
Fig. 2: Example pages from the reflexivity booklet, used to stimulate critical reflection and discussion 223 
among participants and researchers during the second co-creation workshop of the BIONEXT project.  224 

The Reflexivity Task Force complemented the core workshop design by embedding targeted 225 
“reflexivity moments” aligned with the specific aims of each workshop. In the first workshop, 226 
reflexivity was not an explicit aim, but informal conversaƟons during the workshop and subsequent 227 
consorƟum meeƟng resulted in the formaƟon of the task force. In the second workshop, reflexivity 228 
moments were made explicit, through structured moments of 10-20 minutes in the workshop 229 
agenda. Using an individual journal, the reflexivity booklet (Fig. 2), parƟcipants and researchers were 230 
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guided through individual and collecƟve reflexive exercises to sƟmulate discussion. Based on 231 
parƟcipant feedback from the second workshop, reflexivity moments shiŌed towards fewer but 232 
longer sessions for the third workshop. This included an iniƟal intenƟon-seƫng exercise – revisiƟng 233 
individual perspecƟves and arƟculaƟng intenƟons for engaging with difference – and extended 234 
facilitated dialogues that explicitly addressed underlying assumpƟons about transformaƟve change in 235 
knowledge generaƟon. These dialogues made use of embodied and spaƟal formats, such as 236 
posiƟoning exercises, to encourage parƟcipants to engage with disagreement, plurality, and 237 
contestaƟon as aspects of collecƟve sense-making (Fig. 3). In the fourth and final workshop, 238 
parƟcipants were invited to reflect on the co-creaƟon journey and discuss their role and learnings 239 
across the whole experience. Across workshops, reflexivity moments were adapted to evolving 240 
project needs, parƟcipant feedback, and the changing nature of the co-creaƟon process.  241 

 242 

Fig. 3: Facilitators and participants outside in Teplice, Czechia for the reflexivity dialogues 243 

ParƟcipant interviews 244 
Interviews were conducted with nine parƟcipants shortly aŌer the second BIONEXT workshop in 245 
June and July 2024. The aim of the interviews was to reflect on the processes of knowledge 246 
integraƟon and learning that occurred during the workshop, considering the diversity of inputs, 247 
methods, and interacƟons between parƟcipants and facilitators. The interviews also explored 248 
parƟcipants’ individual and collecƟve assumpƟons about transformaƟve change, as well as how 249 
workshop dynamics shaped these perspecƟves and the resulƟng outputs. The interviews built on the 250 
personal reflexivity booklet (Fig. 2), and parƟcipants were encouraged to consult their booklets 251 
during the interviews to support reflecƟon directly on workshop experiences. The interviews were 252 
recorded, anonymised and analysed using themaƟc content analysis by at least two researchers. The 253 
full interview protocol can be found in Appendix S2. 254 

Reflexive evaluaƟon 255 

Researcher survey 256 
A survey was administered to the full BIONEXT consorƟum, including members of the task force, 257 
within the final year of the project. The aim of the survey was twofold. First, the survey aimed to 258 
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evaluate the quality of knowledge integraƟon in BIONEXT through the key themes that emerged 259 
from prior reflexive intervenƟons including researcher interviews, the virtual researcher workshop 260 
and the development and tesƟng of the reflexive tool. Second, it aimed to evaluate the overall 261 
impact of the Reflexivity Task Force acƟviƟes on researchers. The survey was administered through 262 
MicrosoŌ Forms, and answers from the fiŌeen respondents were analysed using themaƟc analysis. 263 
The full survey protocol can be found in Appendix S3.  264 

ParƟcipant survey 265 
A survey was administered to the parƟcipants in the co-creaƟon workshop series for BIONEXT within 266 
the final year of the project, targeted at those who parƟcipated in the interviews. The aim of the 267 
survey was to gather feedback on the impact of the Reflexivity Task Force acƟviƟes. The survey was 268 
administered through MicrosoŌ Forms, and answers from the seven respondents were analysed 269 
using themaƟc analysis. The full survey protocol can be found in Appendix S4.  270 

2.3 Assessing the transformative potential of the task force 271 

We assessed the extent to which the reflexive intervenƟons were transformaƟve. To do so, a survey 272 
was circulated among all listed co-authors (Appendix S5) and parƟcipants who were involved in both 273 
the co-creaƟon workshops and interviews (Appendix S4). The anonymised survey results were 274 
analysed to generate the collecƟve assessment presented in SecƟon 4, which was validated by all co-275 
authors to ensure a balanced presentaƟon of diverse views.  276 

 277 

 278 

Fig.4: Boundary processes involved in reflexivity as a transformative capacity (Lazurko et al. 2025) 279 

The survey and resulƟng reflecƟon were structured by a framework introduced in Lazurko et al. 280 
(2025), depicted in Fig. 4. This framework conceptualises reflexivity as unfolding through three 281 
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interacƟng boundary processes: i) Boundary delineaƟon refers to recognising and criƟcally examining 282 
the posiƟonality, assumpƟons, and power relaƟons shaping individuals' perspecƟves; ii) Boundary 283 
interacƟon involves engaging mulƟple perspecƟves to enable inclusive and plural forms of knowledge 284 
integraƟon, including decentring dominant boundaries and sustaining plurality and difference, which 285 
requires allowing for messy and poliƟcal processes of disagreement, rather than forcing consensus; 286 
and iii) Boundary transformaƟon describes processes of mutual learning, where individual frames 287 
transform toward a greater appreciaƟon for difference, due to encounters with others.  288 

Together, these processes describe how individual and collecƟve perspecƟves are surfaced, brought 289 
into dialogue, and potenƟally reshaped through engagement with others over Ɵme. This framing is 290 
parƟcularly useful for analysing how reflexivity operates in pracƟce, beyond individual self-reflecƟon, 291 
by puƫng the relaƟonal and dynamic nature of knowledge integraƟon at the centre. 292 

2.4 Generating a collective reflection  293 

This paper reflects the joint perspecƟve that emerged from the experiences and findings of the 294 
Reflexivity Task Force. When synthesising the findings of the reflexive intervenƟons to form a 295 
collecƟve perspecƟve (SecƟon 3), assess whether they were transformaƟve (SecƟon 4) and what 296 
should be done to further reflexivity (SecƟon 5), we stayed as true to the data and balanced as 297 
possible as we sought cross-cuƫng themes that speak to wider issues in the sustainability research 298 
field. This required some degree of interpretaƟon that highlights the voice and posiƟonality of the 299 
co-author team. 300 

3. What the reflexive interventions revealed 301 

This secƟon describes the findings of the reflexive intervenƟons implemented by the Reflexivity Task 302 
Force in BIONEXT (SecƟon 2.2), revealing cross-cuƫng insights for both researchers and parƟcipants.  303 

3.1 Divergent perspectives exist on key aspects of transdisciplinary research 304 

Researcher insights 305 

The researcher interviews and virtual workshop together exposed mulƟple perspecƟves on key 306 
assumpƟons informing their approach to transdisciplinary research. These included divergent views 307 
on what transdisciplinary research is, how it should be operaƟonalised, and whether these 308 
expectaƟons were met in BIONEXT. The co-creaƟon of visions and pathways toward nature-posiƟve 309 
futures in BIONEXT was referenced as evidence of transdisciplinarity, for those who view it as a 310 
collaboraƟon between scienƟsts and non-academic actors to generate societally relevant knowledge. 311 
Others highlighted the nature of our research quesƟons and methods, which required strong 312 
collaboraƟon between disciplines. 313 

Diverse interpretaƟons of the role of complexity in our research also emerged, with some 314 
researchers focused on complexity in the research content, such as framing sustainability challenges 315 
as interconnected systems characterised by uncertainty, emergence, and societal complexity. In 316 
contrast, others focused on the research process, including challenges of coordinaƟng collaboraƟon, 317 
integraƟng knowledge, and generaƟng evidence about paƩerns in such complex systems. 318 

The development and tesƟng of the reflexive tool built upon these findings to sƟmulate more 319 
detailed, collecƟve discussions about divergent assumpƟons informing transdisciplinary research. For 320 
example, prompts from the KIRC tool sƟmulated criƟcal, collecƟve reflecƟon on what consƟtutes 321 
“acƟonable” knowledge, how scienƟfic robustness and rigour are understood in transformaƟve 322 



This manuscript is a non-peer reviewed preprint submiƩed to Ambio. 

research contexts, whether parƟcipants beyond academia are treated as equitable knowledge 323 
holders, and how researchers perceive their role in transformaƟve change.  324 

ParƟcipant insights 325 

The parƟcipant interview analysis also surfaced disƟnct perspecƟves related to the quality of 326 
knowledge integraƟon in the workshop and the BIONEXT project more broadly. Some parƟcipants 327 
emphasised the importance of convenƟonal modes for ensuring scienƟfic legiƟmacy, such as 328 
validaƟon of parƟcipant assumpƟons with scienƟfic evidence and the importance of relying on peer 329 
review from scienƟfic authoriƟes. This insight was complemented by others emphasising the 330 
diversity of perspecƟves in knowledge integraƟon, including marginalised groups and those with 331 
different poliƟcal ideologies. Some parƟcipants emphasised the crucial role of outlier or radical 332 
perspecƟves to push co-creaƟon processes toward more transformaƟve outcomes.  333 

Reflexivity moments across the co-creaƟon workshops surfaced addiƟonal tensions affecƟng the 334 
transdisciplinary research process. In parƟcular, reflexivity moments in Workshop 2 revealed differing 335 
views on the purpose of the transformaƟve pathways exercise, including tensions between radical 336 
ambiƟon and feasibility in the transformaƟve pathways, between striving for consensus and 337 
maintaining plurality, and between facilitaƟon aimed at eliciƟng discussions versus driving toward 338 
concrete outputs. The reflexive dialogues conducted during Workshop 3 generated understanding 339 
among researchers and parƟcipants about the importance of mediaƟng these tensions producƟvely. 340 

3.2 Researcher positionality plays a role in methodological choices  341 

Researcher insights  342 

Importantly, the researcher interviews revealed how methodological choices in BIONEXT are shaped 343 
by personal subjecƟviƟes, making visible the links between posiƟonality and research outcomes. 344 
Most interviewees saw themselves as situated and subjecƟve observers of transformaƟve change, 345 
while only a minority saw themselves as fully neutral and independent. Researchers pointed to 346 
factors such as career stage, disciplinary background, experƟse, personal moƟvaƟons and values as 347 
influenƟal in defining key research acƟviƟes. The interviews also surfaced important consideraƟons 348 
for ensuring the quality of knowledge integraƟon in transdisciplinary research, including 349 
transparency in research design, and reflexivity and honesty in communicaƟng the findings and 350 
limitaƟons of the research.  351 

The virtual researcher workshop furthered discussions on the role of subjecƟvity and objecƟvity in 352 
influencing research choices. Researchers resisted the idea that transdisciplinary research could or 353 
should produce objecƟve knowledge, instead highlighƟng their role in generaƟng useful knowledge 354 
under condiƟons of uncertainty, which requires being transparent about the research process and 355 
the limitaƟons of findings. Researchers also reflected on pressures to uphold convenƟonal norms of 356 
scienƟfic rigour associated with neutrality and objecƟvity, despite knowing that research outcomes 357 
are shaped by situated assumpƟons and choices. They also reflected that scienƟsts may have an 358 
overstated fear of communicaƟng uncertainty to decision-makers, which limits our impact.  359 

3.3 Power dynamics shape the process of knowledge integration 360 

Researcher insights 361 

The virtual researcher workshop built upon the researcher interview findings to surface deeper 362 
power dynamics influencing knowledge integraƟon. Researchers debated whether BIONEXT 363 
sufficiently facilitates equitable collaboraƟon between researchers and non-academic actors, noƟng 364 
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that researchers’ control over proposal design and methodological decisions, which is oŌen 365 
necessary to secure funding and meet deliverables, can limit parƟcipants’ influence. This is also 366 
influenced by senior researchers who had pre-exisƟng collaboraƟons that influenced the proposal 367 
process. While European-level policy involvement in shaping the funding calls was seen as one way 368 
to address this lack of influence, mismatches between policy agendas and research Ɵmelines were 369 
idenƟfied as a key challenge. ParƟcipants also quesƟoned whether the European scale hindered 370 
deeper engagement with actors embedded in specific local contexts, parƟcularly where some 371 
‘parƟcipants’ were themselves scienƟsts represenƟng policy or pracƟce perspecƟves.  372 

During the workshop, process-level tensions emerged between control and flexibility in managing a 373 
highly complex research project, which may privilege certain approaches and perspecƟves in 374 
research.  While individual researchers expressed frustraƟon with this tension during interviews, in 375 
the workshop they discussed how this tension may be producƟve and inherent to transdisciplinary 376 
research: while structures such as deliverables and Ɵmelines enable coordinaƟon and progress, 377 
flexibility is essenƟal for responding to emergent insights and enabling novel collaboraƟon beyond 378 
‘promised deliverables’ across a diverse project consorƟum. Differences in comfort with predesigned 379 
versus open-ended work highlighted a push-pull between different styles of doing science and their 380 
impacts on researchers, parƟcularly those earlier in their careers.  381 

Overall, the research survey reinforced that through the task force acƟviƟes, we were able to surface 382 
previously hidden or unacknowledged dynamics influencing the quality of knowledge integraƟon.  383 

ParƟcipant insights 384 

RetrospecƟve feedback sessions and surveys during the co-creaƟon workshop series reveal that 385 
parƟcipants also experienced power dynamics among each other and researchers in the 386 
transdisciplinary research process. They reflected on how facilitaƟon choices and workshop design 387 
influenced whose perspecƟves were foregrounded and how disagreements were handled. Some 388 
reflecƟons pointed toward strong personaliƟes or professional authority, noƟng that considerable 389 
effort was someƟmes required to ensure diverse perspecƟves were heard. These dynamics became 390 
parƟcularly visible when parƟcipants looked back on moments where underlying assumpƟons had 391 
shaped discussions and contribuƟons.  392 

ParƟcipant interviews surfaced key consideraƟons for balancing power differences in knowledge 393 
integraƟon, which requires careful management of personaliƟes, ideologies and Ɵme by the 394 
facilitaƟon team to ensure that rich discussions and debate eventually coalesce in a coherent way 395 
that does not under- or overemphasise parƟcular perspecƟves.  ParƟcipants also emphasised that 396 
humble facilitaƟon, creaƟve methods and aƩenƟon to group size and heterogeneity are crucial for 397 
influencing knowledge integraƟon. They also reflected on their own personal responsibility to be 398 
aware of how personal values, knowledge or assumpƟons influence their contribuƟons, offering 399 
helpful suggesƟons to shape future efforts to embed reflexivity in transdisciplinary research pracƟce.  400 

During workshop feedback sessions, many parƟcipants felt that despite these power dynamics, their 401 
perspecƟves were reflected in the workshop outputs, although several noted that this oŌen required 402 
sustained effort to navigate disagreement.  403 
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3.4 Impactful and rigorous transdisciplinary research is possible, but 404 

challenging 405 

Researcher insights 406 

The researcher survey results suggest that the BIONEXT project was largely perceived as supporƟng 407 
high-quality and impacƞul transdisciplinary research, with limitaƟons. Most respondents highlighted 408 
strong collaboraƟon and that the project produced impacƞul insights capable of influencing 409 
transformaƟve change. The majority also agreed that the project effecƟvely achieved true, integrated 410 
collaboraƟon across all project partners, researchers and parƟcipants beyond academia – with many 411 
noƟng this was unique relaƟve to other projects. Most respondents also agreed that the project used 412 
a scienƟfically robust approach to integraƟng different forms of knowledge.  413 

At the same Ɵme, some respondents idenƟfied limitaƟons, including uneven collaboraƟon with 414 
parƟcipants across work packages, limited partner involvement in the project concepƟon phase, 415 
hierarchical or authority-based dynamics, and differing opinions. Views were also mixed regarding 416 
the replicability of the approach and its ability to moƟvate acƟon.  417 

3.5 Reflexive interventions stimulated learning, with limited direct impact on 418 

research outcomes 419 

Researcher insights 420 

Responses to the researcher survey revealed posiƟve responses to the acƟviƟes of the Reflexivity 421 
Task Force, with most respondents recognising the importance of reflexivity for knowledge 422 
integraƟon and a clear understanding of the task force’s aims – even though a majority of the 423 
respondents were new to the topic at the beginning of the project. Many highlighted they would 424 
take learning from the Reflexivity Task Force into their future work, ciƟng the task force’s strengths as 425 
encouraging reflecƟon on their own scienƟfic pracƟce in an open, accessible way, increasing 426 
recogniƟon of one’s responsibility for accountability and transparency, awareness of potenƟal biases, 427 
and supporƟve of collaboraƟon and team learning across the consorƟum. The Reflexivity Task Force 428 
was also appreciated for the exposure to new methods, such as the Reflexivity Booklet. 429 

However, when assessing the tangible impact of the Reflexivity Task Force, responses were mixed. 430 
While some reported shiŌs in perspecƟve and improved understanding of other’s viewpoints (e.g. 431 
“[it] gave me an a-ha feeling, finally understanding the ways of thinking of some parƟcipants and 432 
partners”), others found it difficult to aƩribute learning directly to the task force acƟviƟes.  433 
Researchers pointed to challenges such as a lack of clarity and accessibility in the iniƟal phase, 434 
alongside challenging terminology and concepts, as well as varying levels of engagement and interest 435 
across the consorƟum. Some had the impression that many researchers did not care about, 436 
understand, or take reflexivity seriously, limiƟng the impact of acƟviƟes. In short, while the reflexive 437 
intervenƟons were broadly appreciated, their impact was dependent on how clearly they were 438 
communicated, how accessible they were, and the extent to which researchers engaged with them.  439 

ParƟcipant insights 440 

ParƟcipant responses to the survey were similar, revealing that the task force was generally well 441 
received by those involved in co-creaƟon workshops and parƟcipant interviews. Most respondents 442 
reported a clear understanding of its overarching aims, and agreed that embedding reflexive 443 
processes in transdisciplinary research is important for enhancing the quality of knowledge 444 
integraƟon. ParƟcipants idenƟfied several key strengths, including the provision of a safe and 445 
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structured space for reflecƟon and dialogue, which facilitated the surfacing of diverse perspecƟves, 446 
the examinaƟon of individual assumpƟons, and the consolidaƟon of knowledge. AddiƟonal strengths 447 
included the sƟmulaƟon of criƟcal thinking, encouragement of more qualitaƟve contribuƟons, 448 
promoƟon of mutual respect, and reinforcement of the integrity and coherence of the overall 449 
process. 450 

At the same Ɵme, parƟcipants idenƟfied weaknesses. Some perceived the reflexive intervenƟons as 451 
an “add-on,” with unclear connecƟons to the project’s decision-making processes and overall 452 
outputs. One parƟcipant suggested that assumpƟons regarding parƟcipants’ viewpoints may have 453 
contributed to a degree of reluctance to engage, whereas others argued that reflexive pracƟces can 454 
instead help to foreground a wider range of perspecƟves. Time constraints associated with task force 455 
acƟviƟes were also idenƟfied as a major challenge. Nevertheless, one parƟcipant noted that, 456 
although iniƟally perceived as burdensome, the acƟviƟes ulƟmately encouraged them “to pause, 457 
refrain from acƟon, and reflect,” thereby highlighƟng the importance of allocaƟng adequate Ɵme for 458 
reflexive engagement.  459 

4. Whether the reflexive interventions were 460 

transformative 461 

This secƟon presents reflecƟons from the assessment of the transformaƟve potenƟal of the acƟviƟes 462 
of the Reflexivity Task Force (SecƟon 2.3), according to the framework in Figure 1.  463 

4.1 Boundary delineation: Making power and positionality visible  464 

The acƟviƟes of the Reflexivity Task Force stewarded boundary delineaƟon to a certain extent, 465 
revealing that criƟcal reflecƟon occurred but avoided more power-laden aspects of posiƟonality.  466 

For researchers, the interviews clarified factors that shape individual researcher perspecƟves, and 467 
the virtual workshop enriched researchers’ boundary delineaƟon by enabling them to see their 468 
perspecƟves synthesised and contrasted with those of others. In some cases, this allowed for criƟcal 469 
reflecƟon on power dynamics – such as between disciplines or between senior and junior 470 
researchers. This process may have encouraged new approaches, such as senior scienƟsts creaƟng 471 
more space for junior scienƟsts to innovate, and efforts to foster more reciprocal relaƟonships with 472 
parƟcipants in co-creaƟon processes. The use of mixed methodologies was also seen as a way to 473 
even out disciplinary power dynamics by allowing mulƟple forms of experƟse to contribute to a 474 
shared research objecƟve. 475 

However, because the interview protocol and virtual workshop allowed researchers to define which 476 
factors they considered relevant, more power-laden factors – such as age, race and class or disƟnct 477 
ontological or epistemological commitments – rarely surfaced. As demographic data was not 478 
systemaƟcally collected, these dimensions could not be integrated into our analysis. As a result, 479 
processes of boundary delineaƟon remained depoliƟcised and relaƟvely ‘safe’, limiƟng their 480 
transformaƟve potenƟal as researchers were not explicitly encouraged to explore their blind spots. 481 
AddiƟonally, as an isolated acƟvity, the researcher interviews had limited impact for most 482 
parƟcipants. Reflexive learning only became tangible when interviewees saw their perspecƟves 483 
synthesised with others during the virtual researcher workshop. Thus, most learning occurred within 484 
the task force, as members of the task force nuanced their own own boundary delineaƟon through 485 
exposure to the diverse perspecƟves across the eleven interviewees.  486 
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For parƟcipants, the reflexivity moments and interviews also clarified key factors shaping and 487 
potenƟally constraining personal perspecƟves and facilitated criƟcal reflecƟon on ontological and 488 
epistemological assumpƟons. ReflecƟon on disciplinary hierarchies, career stage and factors related 489 
to class, age and ethnicity were mixed, indicaƟng that, similar to the researcher-focused acƟviƟes, 490 
these intervenƟons may have failed to move beyond reflexivity as a mirror, toward more provocaƟve, 491 
power-laden areas. Beneficial experiences for parƟcipants seemed dependent on their personaliƟes 492 
and the dynamics of their group in workshops. For example, the involvement of two Sami individuals 493 
in one group led to important conversaƟons about preconceived noƟons of their perspecƟves and 494 
how other parƟcipants ought to engage.  495 

Key to parƟcipants’ boundary delineaƟon was surfacing which perspecƟves were excluded from the 496 
co-creaƟon workshop series, helping both parƟcipants and researchers reflect upon the intrinsic 497 
power dynamics in parƟcipant selecƟon and the resulƟng limitaƟons for research outcomes. The 498 
parƟcipant interviews further clarified disƟnct poliƟcal views or assumpƟons about transformaƟve 499 
change that researchers were previously unaware of. This relates to a broader learning: that 500 
researchers’ frames were transformed through their interacƟon with workshop parƟcipants, as 501 
“parƟcipants realised several of the criteria and transmiƩed them to the researchers, allowing a 502 
mutual transformaƟon.” However, despite these reflecƟons, bigger quesƟons about the structural 503 
power dynamics influencing how plural worldviews were discussed and incorporated, such as 504 
whether the co-creaƟon process challenged or reinforced a European-centric framing of the 505 
biodiversity crisis, were leŌ unaddressed.   506 

4.2 Boundary interaction: Creating encounters across diƯerence  507 

The reflexive intervenƟons stewarded boundary interacƟon in mulƟple ways. For researchers, these 508 
interacƟons were bounded in ways that limited direct impact on research outcomes, whereas 509 
boundary interacƟon through co-creaƟon with parƟcipants enabled more impacƞul learning.  510 

For researchers, the virtual workshop and reflexive tool parƟally supported boundary interacƟon 511 
among the research team. Discussions pushed thinking beyond disciplinary or epistemological 512 
boundaries and challenged some relaƟvely narrow assumpƟons as oŌen-unacknowledged dynamics 513 
in the group were made explicit. Anecdotally, such processes seemed to surface ‘light-bulb’ moments 514 
for certain parƟcipants and discomfort for others. However, there were also blind spots. More 515 
painful or conflictual differences in perspecƟves between researchers that might truly challenge 516 
academic idenƟƟes and worldviews were leŌ untouched, such as the power dynamics influencing 517 
why parƟcular frameworks or methods are chosen or discarded. This was consequenƟal: our 518 
approach assumed that researchers had the interest and capacity to carry these learnings with them 519 
into their work. In hindsight, we see that many researchers – including some of us in the Reflexivity 520 
Task Force – are sƟll moƟvated to advocate for approaches aligned with our personal scienƟfic 521 
agendas.  522 

Despite mixed results for researchers alone, boundary interacƟon when parƟcipants and researchers 523 
interacted together seems more fruiƞul. The co-creaƟon workshop series enabled all of us to see 524 
how our perspecƟves interfaced with others in real Ɵme. The reflexivity moments alongside core 525 
workshop acƟviƟes were parƟcularly effecƟve in expanding beyond narrow boundaries and 526 
decentring dominant views, as they brought together diverse parƟcipants across sectors, 527 
geographies and organisaƟons using creaƟve methods and integraƟve approaches beyond the 528 
tradiƟonally narrow boundaries of science. Such processes allowed novel insights to emerge and 529 
facilitated the inclusion of diverse forms of knowledge. Despite contrasƟng views, facilitaƟon 530 
approaches largely managed differences producƟvely, maintaining plurality and difference and in 531 
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some cases “allowing parƟcipants to deconstruct, soŌen or overcome constraining posiƟons”. The 532 
involvement of Indigenous representaƟves from the Sami community in the second workshop and 533 
the outdoor exercise in the third workshop (Figure 3) are noted as among the most successful in 534 
drawing out these complexiƟes.  535 

SƟll, there were limitaƟons to our approach. Highly disƟnct or conflictual perspecƟves were 536 
someƟmes missing. This may be due to workshop and facilitaƟon approaches that focused on 537 
delivering project results over parƟcipant learning. In such cases, disagreement and deliberaƟon 538 
were allowed but not part of the workshop purpose. ParƟcipant representaƟon also played a part, 539 
wherein parƟcipants were selected from researcher networks operaƟng at the European scale who 540 
are already aligned to the biodiversity agenda, leading to potenƟal biases and blind spots as more 541 
discordant viewpoints were not involved. AddiƟonally, while workshop processes may have 542 
facilitated boundary interacƟon in real Ɵme, learning may be isolated to the workshop seƫng and 543 
does not necessarily transfer to professional lives and rouƟnes. 544 

4.3 Boundary transformation: Learning that altered perspectives 545 

The Reflexivity Task Force appears to have facilitated boundary transformaƟon for some researchers 546 
and parƟcipants. We were parƟcularly effecƟve at creaƟng spaces to expose pluralism and difference 547 
through dialogue. As a result, both researchers and stakeholders were encouraged to consider 548 
previously unknown or unacknowledged viewpoints, which in some cases challenged, reshaped or 549 
broadened their own perspecƟves. While the aim was mutual learning for both researchers and 550 
parƟcipants, this learning appeared more significant for parƟcipants due to the longer-term, more 551 
relaƟonal moments in co-creaƟon workshops that allowed parƟcipants to grow an understanding 552 
and appreciaƟon of each other’s perspecƟves over Ɵme. However, this success is also Ɵed to the co-553 
creaƟon workshop processes beyond reflexivity moments, which aimed to sƟmulate learning about 554 
transformaƟve change.  555 

Individual takeaways reveal some lasƟng impact of the task force. ParƟcipants beyond academia 556 
accessed new spaces to listen to and exchange with others and to reflect on their own subjecƟve 557 
views that influence their contribuƟon to collecƟve research projects. Some parƟcipants and 558 
researchers intend to incorporate these insights into their future work. For example, researchers 559 
have already used individual methods such as reflexivity booklets in subsequent workshops and plan 560 
to “integrate reflexivity into the supervision of PhD students engaged in interdisciplinary research by 561 
encouraging structured reflecƟon on assumpƟons, methods, and posiƟonality.” Others have plans to 562 
“more bravely use reflexivity (moments) in my own work/research acƟviƟes/meeƟngs of the 563 
research team” and to place greater emphasis on mulƟple dimensions of diversity and the 564 
mechanisms underpinning transformaƟve change. 565 

Perhaps most importantly, these impacts were limited to those who were acƟvely engaged within 566 
the task force, which excluded researchers and stakeholders who were scepƟcal to begin with or 567 
more removed from the co-creaƟon workshop series. We also received feedback that power 568 
relaƟons between researchers were under addressed, leaving some feeling underappreciated in their 569 
role. Thus, while we have indicaƟons of boundary transformaƟon in parƟcular moments for 570 
parƟcular people, it remains challenging to discern whether the transformaƟve potenƟal of 571 
reflexivity was fully realised.  572 
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5. More than a mirror: a call to action to embed 573 

reflexivity for transformative sustainability research   574 

This PerspecƟve draws on the experiences of a transdisciplinary experiment: the Reflexivity Task 575 
Force, a specialised group of diverse researchers established to embed reflexivity within the BIONEXT 576 
project. We show that the intervenƟons of the task force surfaced important insights, prompƟng 577 
important learning. However, there were numerous barriers that limited the transformaƟve potenƟal 578 
of our intervenƟons, as in some cases we only parƟally engaged with the more provocaƟve, power-579 
laden undercurrents influencing transdisciplinary research. These successes and failures inform our 580 
reflecƟons on how reflexivity can be embedded within transdisciplinary research in ways that 581 
effecƟvely capture its transformaƟve potenƟal.  582 

5.1 Project design should enable deeper and more widespread engagement with 583 

reflexivity 584 

Enabling more reflexive and thereby transformaƟve transdisciplinary research requires insƟtuƟonal 585 
shiŌs that embed reflexivity into project design. Our experiences reinforce that even with the best 586 
intenƟons, reflexivity does not simply ‘happen’: it requires leadership, conƟnuity, and adequate Ɵme, 587 
structure and incenƟves for researchers across a project consorƟum to engage (Lang et al., 2012). 588 
Changing research pracƟces takes sustained effort and diverse parƟcipaƟon with shared 589 
commitment among all (Popa et al., 2015), and cannot be achieved through singular events or 590 
iniƟaƟves involving only those researchers who are already commiƩed to reflexive approaches 591 
(Knickel et al., 2019). In the case of BIONEXT, the Reflexivity Task Force was established as a post-592 
proposal addiƟon. While this allowed for experimentaƟon, it also meant we had to advocate for our 593 
relevance within the larger project and at Ɵmes had to deprioriƟse reflexive acƟviƟes in favour of 594 
core project deliverables. This resulted in missed opportuniƟes for impact that could be enabled if 595 
iteraƟve self-scruƟny and mutual learning was directly Ɵed to research outcomes across work 596 
packages and partners. 597 

Formally embedding reflexivity in the core project structure and deliverables for large consorƟum 598 
projects like Horizon Europe at the proposal stage would make a significant step. For example, all 599 
large transdisciplinary projects could establish a Reflexivity Task Force with specific tasks and 600 
deliverables across work packages and partners intended to mediate the biases and power dynamics 601 
influencing all processes of knowledge integraƟon. This would help overcome the lack of resources, 602 
compeƟƟon among prioriƟes and insƟtuƟonal seƫngs that limit reflexivity (Ligtermoet et al., 2025; 603 
Wyborn et al., 2019) by posiƟoning reflexivity as not only an individual but insƟtuƟonal responsibility 604 
(Chakori et al., 2025).  605 

5.2 Broader institutional shifts are required to enable reflexivity at the interface 606 

of science and society 607 

Fulfilling the transformaƟve potenƟal of reflexivity not only requires changes in project design: it 608 
requires a significant change in the norms and pracƟces of scienƟfic insƟtuƟons (Loorbach & 609 
WiƩmayer, 2025). Reflexivity is inherently challenging and will thus meet resistance, as researchers 610 
and parƟcipants confront the discomfort associated with recognising their own subjecƟviƟes in 611 
research processes (Hakkarainen & Lazurko, 2025). This points to cycles of inner and outer change 612 
that can together shiŌ research aƫtudes and structures (Goldstein et al., 2025), moving reflexivity 613 
from an opƟonal pracƟce to an insƟtuƟonal capacity that supports societal readiness. Rather than 614 
treaƟng reflexive acƟviƟes as peripheral or supplementary, insƟtuƟons can legiƟmise and resource 615 
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them as integral to research quality, impact, and credibility – parƟcularly in contexts where research 616 
is expected to inform policy and societal acƟon under condiƟons of uncertainty, plurality and 617 
contestaƟon (Loorbach & WiƩmayer, 2025; Turnhout et al., 2020, Hebinck et al. in review). 618 

Concretely, this may involve invesƟng in training and mentoring that support researchers in 619 
navigaƟng posiƟonality, power, and uncertainty; adapƟng incenƟve and evaluaƟon systems to value 620 
learning, care-based collaboraƟon, and reflexive pracƟce alongside convenƟonal outputs; and 621 
creaƟng protected spaces and roles within projects and programmes that sustain reflexive capacity 622 
over Ɵme (Care et al., 2021). Such measures contribute to improved research pracƟce and societal 623 
readiness, by strengthening collecƟve capaciƟes to engage with disagreement, ambiguity, and value-624 
related choices as part of transformaƟve change (Fazey et al. 2018; Horcea-Milcu et al. 2024). 625 
Without insƟtuƟonal support, reflexivity risks remaining dependent on moƟvated individuals or 626 
excepƟonal projects, limiƟng its ability to meaningfully support societal engagement with research-627 
informed pathways. 628 

5.3 Institutionalisation should not neutralise the provocative spirit of reflexivity 629 

Some have argued that reflexivity is only meaningful when something provocaƟve comes of it 630 
(Hakkarainen & Lazurko, 2025; Lynch, 2000), and that transformaƟve spaces should be “safe enough” 631 
to surface and balance tensions in a generaƟve way (Pereira et al., 2018). We agree with these 632 
arguments in principle. However, our reflecƟons on the transformaƟve potenƟal of the Reflexivity 633 
Task Force show that we encountered challenges implemenƟng them in pracƟce. We oŌen felt that 634 
fully enacƟng them might alienate us from scepƟcal researchers, given our posiƟon as an opƟonal 635 
acƟvity outside core project deliverables. As a result, our acƟviƟes in some cases failed to address 636 
the more uncomfortable but influenƟal undercurrents influencing transdisciplinary research.  637 

We thus accompany calls for insƟtuƟonal shiŌs to enable reflexivity (Sellberg et al., 2021) with an 638 
important caveat. On one hand, formalisaƟon can be important for legiƟmising reflexivity in the eyes 639 
of scepƟcal researchers and meaningfully connect reflexive intervenƟons to research outcomes. Yet, 640 
on the other, there is a risk that insƟtuƟonalising reflexivity neutralises its provocaƟve spirit, as it is 641 
reshaped to align within the very norms, ideologies and power structures that it is meant to 642 
challenge (Turnhout et al., 2026). In other words, reflexivity risks remaining a mirror, enabling 643 
reflecƟon about known biases without surfacing and mediaƟng blind spots and power dynamics in 644 
ways that meaningfully disrupt the status quo. NavigaƟng this challenge requires taking onboard 645 
recommendaƟons for the insƟtuƟonal shiŌs required for transformaƟve research (Horcea-Milcu et 646 
al., 2024), while nurturing a different set of skills, competencies and prioriƟes than those taught and 647 
incenƟvised in research.  648 

First, it requires creaƟng a sense of psychological safety (Edmondson & Lei, 2014) through empathy 649 
and acƟve listening. The Reflexivity Task Force emerged from a shared set of values, underpinned by 650 
assumpƟons that reflexivity is important, worthwhile and impacƞul. While members of the task force 651 
someƟmes disagreed on parƟcular intervenƟons, we always came back to this shared purpose. 652 
However, engagement with the wider project consorƟum revealed that some researchers were 653 
unfamiliar with the concepts and language we used, feared that extensive self-scruƟny and criƟque 654 
might undermine scienƟfic credibility, or were scepƟcal about the value of engaging with abstract or 655 
difficult-to-resolve quesƟons. Future efforts to embed reflexivity would benefit from starƟng with 656 
empatheƟc and acƟve listening in formal and informal seƫngs to understand how researchers see 657 
themselves, how they relate to ideas of change-making, and what beliefs and values underpin their 658 
research pracƟce. This can help build trust and a clear and inclusive purpose that recognises diverse 659 
purposes on the ‘why’ of reflexivity, moving beyond concerns that criƟque may undermine scienƟfic 660 
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credibility to reframe reflexive intervenƟons as contribuƟng to rigorous, trustworthy and impacƞul 661 
research.  662 

Second, it requires researchers to have the skills, bravery and insƟtuƟonal support required to be 663 
provocaƟve, to push past scepƟcal or unsupporƟve responses by aligning to a higher purpose that “a 664 
beƩer knowledge is possible” (Turnhout, 2024). The intervenƟons of the Reflexivity Task Force 665 
emerged out of our own deliberaƟons, in which we oŌen discussed whether to tone down our 666 
approach to avoid language or acƟviƟes that might be too confrontaƟonal for researchers and 667 
parƟcipants. In some cases, our shared values and purpose created our own blindspots, wherein we 668 
inadvertently neutralised the discussions despite our explicit desire to acƟvate deeper learning. This 669 
speaks to the need to aƩend to the emoƟonal experiences of the task force and the wider project 670 
consorƟum, with the help of an external facilitator or arts-based creaƟve methods (Galafassi et al., 671 
2018; Prall & Ounanian, 2026), to engage carefully with the fear associated with confronƟng more 672 
painful biases and power dynamics influencing research. It also speaks to the need to insƟtuƟonalise 673 
provocaƟon in ways that provide safety for researchers, such as mandaƟng task forces like ours to 674 
have external chairs to ask tougher quesƟons and legiƟmise the raƟonale and methods for reflexivity, 675 
or to provide budgets for acƟviƟes of the task force that support transformaƟve learning as a key 676 
outcome.  677 

Finally, insƟtuƟonalisaƟon of reflexivity must maintain a flexible, iteraƟve, and emergent approach 678 
(Basta et al., 2021; Popa et al., 2015). There is no one-size-fits-all approach to embedding reflexivity, 679 
parƟcularly given the messy nature of transdisciplinarity (Regeer et al., 2024). Our reflexive 680 
intervenƟons in BIONEXT emerged through a combinaƟon of project opportuniƟes, constraints, and 681 
our own learning processes. Each aƩempt to sƟmulate reflexivity prompted us to revisit our own 682 
assumpƟons and refine our approaches, enabling new intervenƟons that would speak to the needs 683 
of the research project. Aligning reflexivity to project structure and deliverables must thus provide 684 
“just enough structure” (Regeer et al., 2024) to offer the moƟvaƟon and context within which to 685 
steward reflexivity, without dictaƟng exactly how and with what outcomes and while leaving room 686 
for both informal and formal modes of engagement. Importantly, to enable this kind of emergent 687 
learning, we need the transdisciplinary research community to develop repositories of reflexive 688 
intervenƟons (e.g., as cited in (Ligtermoet et al., 2025) that could be adapted to new contexts and 689 
experiences, contribuƟng to a shared agenda for developing context-specific and inclusive reflexive 690 
pracƟces. 691 

5.4 Toward reflexive transdisciplinary sustainability research 692 

Looking ahead, our learnings point to opportuniƟes to make reflexivity more than a mirror, instead 693 
embedded as a foundaƟonal condiƟon of a transformaƟve science-policy-society interface and, by 694 
extension, societal readiness. As research programmes such as Horizon Europe increasingly posiƟon 695 
projects as contributors to societal transformaƟon, reflexivity becomes central to ensuring that 696 
interacƟons between science, policy, and society remain open to plurality, criƟcal engagement, and 697 
mutual learning. In this sense, reflexivity supports not only more inclusive collaboraƟon within 698 
projects, but also the preparedness of societal actors to engage with transformaƟve pathways, 699 
negoƟate differing values, and respond to emerging knowledge and uncertainƟes. Embedding 700 
reflexivity at this interface requires moving beyond assessment-oriented models of science-policy 701 
interacƟon toward configuraƟons that enable experimentaƟon, learning-by-doing, and reciprocal and 702 
provocaƟve feedback between research, policy and societal pracƟce. Reflexivity thus funcƟons as an 703 
enabling infrastructure for societal readiness: grounding transformaƟve ambiƟons in lived pracƟce, 704 
challenging convergence around dominant framings, and strengthening legiƟmacy, adaptability, and 705 
responsiveness of research-informed acƟon in complex sustainability contexts.  706 
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