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Summary for policy makers
The MAGIC project aimed to be a milestone in a paradigm shift on science for policy making. The
engagement of relevant actors into the process of building a knowledge basis to inform policy making.
At a research level, MAGIC focuses on advancing the knowledge about interconnections between
water, energy and food policy domains, what is captured in the WEF nexus concept. For this purpose,
MAGIC applied a transdisciplinary approach named Quantitative Story-Telling (QST) to assess the
narratives used to promote policies and innovations salient for the nexus in Europe. This report
synthetises the experiences, challenges and lessons learnt by MAGIC researchers that were active in
the engagement of actors in research activities along the project.
Engaged actors in MAGIC research ranged from national and European governmental institutions, to
local and regional authorities, industry, civil society and non-governmental organisations, farmers and,
foremost, other academic institutions. However, major challenges where encountered when
interacting with officers from the European Commission and with Members of the European
Parliament. In order to adapt to lack of responsiveness and of availability of policy officers, MAGIC
researchers expanded their sample within targeted institutions or turned to other actors like academic
institutions or civil society organisations.
The most important outcome of engagement processes is the review of policies and innovation
narratives by different actors and the mainstreaming of the WEF nexus concept. Furthermore,
engagement was used to inform analytical efforts at different stages of the QST process, from framing
quantitative analysis to validation of results. Altogether, these outcomes contribute to the refinement
of the Quantitative Story-Telling approach proposed by the MAGIC project.
New transdisciplinary networks and projects have emerged out of interactions between MAGIC
researchers and engaged actors. However, impacts on public European policy have been limited by
the experimental character of the project and by the significant challenges encountered when
engaging relevant actors. Further efforts are required for fostering a WEF nexus culture within
European institutions.
Finally, the most striking experiment of the MAGIC project has precisely been on engagement of
different knowledge, different narratives and their narrators. The project made it visible that policy
institutions no longer have a license to operate when the place of work is afflicted with irresponsible
and ungovernable narratives kept by incumbent gatekeepers.
The many challenges faced with engagement of policy actors in this project, have nothing to do with
time pressure, or willingness to collaborate, or silo talk, or even with “mandate”, but much rather with
installed policymaking practices and ways of working that focus on both silencing uncomfortable
knowledge and on ordering or cherry picking knowledge from not-enough-questioned trusted sources
(with their rationales, their processes and their products). Trust however in this account, has been
about securing the maintenance of a particular order, even if this order is dysfunctional and damages
the many. Hence, MAGIC allowed probing preparedness of institutions to change and make space for
extending the legitimacy of different knowledges and knowledge-holders. Finally, to the question
posed earlier, on whose job is it, we argue that it should be done at different sites including scientific
institutions and academia, and governing institutions. There are many civil society organisations and
grassroots that are creating new pods of legitimacy. Let us all learn and change.
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Technical Summary
This is the final report for Deliverable 2.2, which accounts for the actors’ engagement in the case
studies of work package 5 (Quality Check of Policy Narratives) and work package 6 (Quality Check of
Innovation Narratives).
MAGIC case studies sought the engagement of European policy and social actors in transdisciplinary
teams to assess the WEF nexus implications of current and proposed policies and technological
innovations. Additionally, MAGIC aimed to make space for controversial discussions involving the
policy sphere as means to foster alternative thinking and co-creation of fit-for-purpose narratives. For
this purpose, the idea of ‘uncomfortable knowledge’ was an interesting concept which encapsulates
many of the scientific, societal and political controversies that were tackled along the project.
Twenty researchers from seven different consortium’ members and with different backgrounds and
levels of experience were actively involved in the engagement activities. Most of them participated in
planning, executing and analysis tasks. The remainder of this summary gives an overview of the actors
involved, methodologies, outcomes and challenges found in the processes of engagement of different
actors in the extended peer review of WEF nexus narratives (or their absence) in policies and
innovations. The section concludes with some recommendations and conceptual proposals for future
projects seeking the engagement of actors in the co-creation of knowledge.
Actors involved
MAGIC researchers succeed in engaging a diversity of actors including national and European
governmental institutions, local and regional authorities, industry, civil society and non-governmental
organisations, farmers and, foremost, other academic institutions. However, not all actors were
engaged in the expected processes at the desired stages and formats with major challenges found in
interacting with the European Commission and Parliament.
Methodologies of engagement
Different online and offline methods were tested in order to run individual (mostly interviews) and
group engagements (like focus groups, workshops, seminars, futuring tours or conferences).
Discussions in such events were structured with different techniques including world cafés, games,
scenario exercises, participatory narrative inquiry, facilitated group discussions or plenary sessions in
policy events.
To spark discussions, researchers experimented with diverse tools and prompts ranging from standard
presentations of analytical results, to short videos and briefs, imagined news from the future, images
that challenged mainstream policy narratives, objects like food, packaging or rubbish.
Particular combinations of methods and tools were tailored to the type, number and time constraints
of engaged actors.
Research and policy outcomes
The most prominent objective of engagement exercises was to extend the assessment of plausibility
and desirability of WEF narratives to relevant actors in each case study. Hence, the most important
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outcome was the review of narratives by different actors and the opening up of discussions about the
pertinence of policies and innovations with a WEF nexus lens.
A second important type of outcome was the mainstreaming of the WEF nexus concept and of
interdisciplinary tools to address it. The nexus enables discussing trade-offs and controversies related
to interconnections between different policy domains while bringing people from those domains
together. In turn, the outcomes of such interactions have informed research processes at different
stages from framing quantitative analysis to validation and co-creation of final results. Overall,
engagement processes were fundamental in refining the understanding and practice of Quantitative
Story-Telling.
With regards to the policy realm, the most significant outcomes are the expansion of transdisciplinary
networks and the creation of long-term relationships materialized in new projects, trainings and
collaborations. Notwithstanding the interest of many actors in the project outputs, the impacts on
concrete European policies have been limited hitherto. Yet, MAGIC researchers have learnt about
European institutional cultures and how to better apply engagement strategies to fit policy windows
and interests.
Challenges and opportunities
Significant challenges were encountered in the effort to engage different actors across all case studies
in the project. MAGIC is experimenting with a new way of working, i.e. extending the peer community
to mobilise all relevant knowledge necessary to address some of the policy challenges faced by EU
societies. Whilst this requires some effort from the side of practitioners, it also requires that the
community out there is open to engagement of this sort, being open to share their knowledge and
views. In particular, we sought the engagement (or at least the interest) of governing institutions,
namely the European Commission and Parliament which proved to be a major challenge. Most
recurrent problems were:
1. Lack of responsiveness to invitations and of availability for continued engagement due to time
constraints or other reasons.
2. Some topics addressed in MAGIC seem not to be anymore either in the political agenda and
therefore they were not of interest for some of the interlocutors.
3. Very difficult also to establish conversations with stakeholders with strong vested interests in
the issue that was being examined. They expressed disagreement with MAGIC methodologies
or messages during engagement events.
4. Inputs and outputs of the engagement not always responsive to expectations of the engaged
actors and of researchers.
5. Methodological and organisational constraints, like lack of time to accomplish tasks or
inadequate planning of resources for engagement activities.
Enabling opportunities that helped carrying out the engagements were piggybacking on policy events
and conferences, finding a policy window and having a champion within the consortium or within the
targeted institutions.
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Final recommendations
The key learning and recommendations suggested by MAGIC researchers are:
1. Whenever possible, include key actors at early stages of the project when not directly in the
consortium. Additionally, start the project with an in-depth institutional analysis that
enables identifying policy champions and policy windows. Use those to tailor research and
engagement strategies to topics of interest.
2. Engagement with local and regional stakeholders seems to be easier than with actors in panEuropean governing institutions. Future challenges lay in how to connect these scales and
upstream localized initiatives into European policies.
3. Engagement should be central to the research process and have adequate resources from
the very beginning. Clear goals and expected outcomes should be collectively defined at
project level.
4. Keep an heterogeneous ecosystem of engagement methods while exploring more innovative
formats and prompts (for example games or theatre) to encourage people to think outside
of their script. Despite format and time constraints, engagements seem to work more
productively in venues where a large number of actors already go.
5. Manage expectations of participants by understanding their backgrounds, adapting formats
and contents in accordance. An adequate facilitation of discussions and develop the capacity
of listening to their reaction and concerns. Follow up with their petitions.
6. The communication of controversial or complex analytical results is important and should be
carefully thought. A strategy of progressive disclosure of information is suggested.
7. Long-term engagement processes may yield more transformative outcomes and impact.
However, they require two-sides commitment that is not always possible.
8. Future projects shall be directed to co-design of policy options rather than to their
assessment.
9. Policy actors should be involved as knowledge-holders and not as end-users or beneficiaries.
This means that in projects with a very profound policy nature the consortium needs to
include the policy officers in an equal foot, as partners.
Engagement as place of work
The most striking experiment of the MAGIC project has precisely been about engagement of different
narratives and narrators into the production of knowledge to inform the nexus. MAGIC made it visible
that policy institutions no longer have a license to operate when the place of work is afflicted with
irresponsible and ungovernable narratives kept by incumbent gatekeepers.
The many challenges faced with engagement of policy actors in this project, have nothing to do with
time pressure, or willingness to collaborate, or silo talk, or even with “mandate”, but much rather with
installed policymaking practices and ways of working that focus on both silencing uncomfortable
knowledge and on ordering or cherry picking knowledge from not-enough-questioned trusted sources
(with their rationales, their processes and their products). Trust however in this account, has been
8
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about securing the maintenance of a particular order, even if this order is dysfunctional and damages
the many. Hence, MAGIC allowed probing preparedness of institutions to change and make space for
extending the legitimacy of different knowledges and knowledge-holders. Finally, to the question
posed earlier, on whose job is it, we argue that it should be done at different sites including scientific
institutions and academia, and governing institutions. There are many civil society organisations and
grassroots that are creating new pods of legitimacy. Let us all learn and change.
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1.

Why public engagement in Moving towards Adaptive
Governance In Complexity?

This WP2 deliverable aims at providing a reflection on the challenges, opportunities and lessons
learned during four years of experimentation with engagement of EU institutions and other actors in
the research processes of the MAGIC project. The objective of WP2 was “to overcome the prevailing
scientist-policy maker purported separation, whereby scientists produce and certify the facts and
policy makers guarantee the legitimacy of the values” (MAGIC DoA, 2016). As specific objectives, WP2
targeted “the formation of mixed teams covering transdisciplinary scientific expertise and EU staff
working in different services (Commission DGs, offices of the European Parliament)” while also
“extend the number and the type of social actors involved in the knowledge sharing and in the quality
check the social robustness of the narratives behind the framing of the nexus” (MAGIC DoA, 2016)
experimenting with Quantitative Story-Telling cycle (QST), which is the project’s proposal for a science
for adaptive governance approach alternative to the mainstream evidence based policy (Saltelli and
Giampietro, 2017).
Engagement activities in MAGIC were developed for 6 case studies in WP5 - Quality check on policy
narratives, namely circular economy, agriculture, energy, biodiversity, water and climate change, and
7 case studies in WP6 - Quality check on innovation narratives: alternative water resources, biofuels,
extraction of shale gas, electric vehicle and storage, environmental protection, saving water in
irrigation and green bonds. All case studies aimed at testing QST, whose core methodological
foundation is the interdisciplinary mix of qualitative participatory narrative analysis with
quantification of WEF nexus interconnections (Matthews et al., 2019). Even if, the engagement of
different actors is core in MAGIC, a great deal of the effort was centred in quantitative analysis of the
narratives, to ascertain what Rayner (2012) called ‘uncomfortable knowledge’1. A second important
goal of the project was to explore alternative narratives with different actors through engagement
activities as a means to challenge current WEF policies and innovation narratives, in pursuit of new
framings and work within the “discomfort”.
Overall, engagement activities took place along the full duration of the project (June 2016 - September
2020). The earliest engagements took form of in-depth interviews with European policy officers
starting in September 2016, when it was realised that the desirable and envisaged mechanisms to
engage with the Commission services could not be implemented (inter-service groups and so on).
Group activities were increasingly organised in later stages during 2017 and especially, 2018 and 2019,
during innovation case studies. The latest events were organised online in 2020 during the COVID-19
pandemics – see Deliverable 2.3 of this project.
This report is produced based on 3 sources:

1

“To make sense of the complexity of the world so that they can act, individuals and institutions need to develop simplified,
self-consistent versions of that world. The process of doing so means that much of what is known about the world needs to
be excluded from those versions, and in particular that knowledge which is in tension or outright contradiction with those
versions must be expunged. This is ‘uncomfortable knowledge’.” Rayner, 2012.
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1. Milestone reports 112, where engagement activities were reported, providing relevant
technical information to each individual case study;
2. Milestone reports 16, where engagement activities were reported, providing relevant
technical information to each individual case study;
3. perspectives from and learning of the consortium’ researchers actively involved in the
engagement activities collected through an online survey in March-April 2020.
The report starts by addressing the question of ‘who’ was involved in ‘which’ engagement
activities. Section 3 presents the outcomes of MAGIC engagement processes in terms of the
opportunities and challenges encountered, the usefulness of the nexus concept to stir dialogue
about complexity and other means to explore different types of uncomfortable knowledge, and
of the influence they had on the research and on engaged actors. Section 4 summarises key
lessons and recommendations on ‘how’, ending with a conceptual proposal of engagement as a
‘place of work’ in research and policy making in section 5.

2.

What engagement activities with whom
2.1.

Who got engaged

Researchers and roles
MAGIC is characterised by a highly interdisciplinary consortium of 9 partners from 7 European
countries including ‘number crunchers’ specialists in the accounting of water, food and energy; social
scientists; humanists; and information and technology specialists. Only 20 researchers responded to
the survey, which were the ones actively involved in engagement activities – see figure 1 which depicts
only those partners that responded to the survey; they include seven men and thirteen women, with
varied professional positions: one master student, four PhD students, eight postdocs and seven senior
researchers. Half of them had previous experience with engagement activities while for the rest (most
of the number crunchers), MAGIC was their first project in which they had to interact with social actors
in their research. With regards to the type of case study (see figure 2), twelve researchers organised
engagement activities for innovations assessment in WP6, five worked on engagements exclusively
within WP5 and three collaborated in engagement across the two work packages.

2

M11 and M16 reports are synthesised along the report to illustrate key points along the text.
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Figure 1: Number of MAGIC researchers active in engagement activities by partner

Figure 2: Number of MAGIC researchers active in engagement activities by partner and by Work Package
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Researchers experimented with different roles during MAGIC engagement processes (see figure 3).
First, most of them planned the activities, contributing to tasks such as recruitment, co-design of
formats and production of contents and materials. In addition, they actively participated in the
implementation of the events by presenting MAGIC results and by moderating discussions. To a lesser
extent, they also analysed results from engagement activities integrating them into their research.
Senior researchers played roles of coordination and of providing feedback all along the process.

Figure 3: Main roles played by researchers in MAGIC engagement processes

Engaged actors
MAGIC had the ambition of engaging with multiple actors across all nexus domains and scales, from
local to European. Figures 4A-B show a comparison of the type of actors that the researchers sought
to engage in the assessment of existing and development of new narratives and the engagements that
were finally carried out. If one looks at the 2 graphs one may conclude that not only did most MAGIC
teams succeed in their ambition but also engagements opportunities were richer than envisaged.
However, this is not so neat. Not all actors were engaged in the expected processes, neither these
processes actually delivered the expected, nor they were engaged at the desired stages and the
imagined formats. Indeed, the increase in the diversity that one can see in figure 4B is a reminder of
the number of adaptation strategies that had to be sought to deal with faced along the 4 years to
pursue the project’s ambition: deliver a methodology that works by ensuring that relevant actors are
part of the process. These adaptations are described in greater detail in section 3.1.
At the European level, not all case studies succeeded in involving the European Commission and
Parliament in a continued form. On the other hand, several European Agencies (EEA, Transport, Energy
and STOA) got interested and participated in the project. In particular the collaboration with the
EEA was quite salient. The EEA participated in several engagement activities, supported the
organisation of engagement events and invited MAGIC researchers to apply their methods in new
projects. At the national level, difficulties in engaging actors from Ministries in Member States were
also compensated with the involvement of national agencies and regional authorities. In many cases,
13
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civil society organisations, unions, local cooperatives (within the business sector) and environmental
NGOs. In the case study related to the PAC, farmers were engaged and this was not originally planned.
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Figure 4: A(up) - Number of researchers per type of actor – planned engagements;
B(down) - Number of researchers per type of actor - actual engagements.
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2.2.

Formats and tools

Different engagement methodologies were trialled along the project. Figure 5 presents an overview
distinguishing between online and offline activities, and between individual (like interviews and
surveys) and group engagements (like focus groups, workshops, seminars, tours or conferences).
Interviews and in particular in-depth interviews, were the most popular individual engagement
method (15/20 researchers used them)3. They were most commonly applied at early stages of the
research process. In addition, flash interviews were used for quick conversations in conferences or
public events were also used. As it will be later discussed, piggybacking on other events was a
remarkably fruitful strategy for both individual and group engagements.
Group formats were applied in later stages of the research process, once analytical results could be
used as inputs for debate over policies and innovations. Discussions in such events were structured
with different techniques including world cafés, games, participatory scenario exercises, participatory
narrative inquiry, facilitated group discussions or plenary sessions in policy events. Lastly, online group
methods included the MAGIC website fora, focus groups and other types of interactive meetings in
Zoom.us.

Figure 5: Engagement formats trialled in MAGIC

3

Although surveys and email exchanges cannot be considered straightforwardly as means of engagement, we would like to
note that due to lack of response, several researchers use surveys (3/20) and email exchange (2) to elicit knowledge from
different actors. Interestingly also, that most times, when asked for interviews, officers would ask for the questions.
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To spark discussions during engagement activities, different tools and materials were used (see figure
6). For individual engagement like interviews, an oral explanation of the aims of the project and/or of
the case study sufficed to start the conversation. Easy to read formats like briefings, brochures or the
project website were helpful in expanding information in quick interactions like e.g. flash interviews.
During group activities, visual presentations were the most standard way of sharing information and
setting the scene for the conversation to take place. Following the MAGIC idea of conveying
uncomfortable nexus knowledge, the results presented usually took the form of quantitative
MuSIASEM analysis [see Deliverable D.4.4] addressing concerns raised by previously identified
narratives. In some occasions, the slides were also printed and distributed among participants as
support material. Alternatively, short videos showing main concerns and controversial results were
used as prompts [see MAGIC youtube channel]. This format worked particularly well in group activities
where there was short time for discussion.

Figure 6: Number of researchers per tools used during engagement activities

More innovative prompts included:
 imagined news from the future,
 imagery (photography) challenging mainstream policy narratives or pinpointing particular
problems created by the narrative,
 materials and objects like food, packaging or rubbish.
These types of tools, besides being great icebreakers, also proved useful to explore the materiality of
many of the issues we were dealing with; for example, when talking about circular economy we
brought in myriad food packaging to start a discussion about waste circularity, focused on social
practices, politics and ethics. The types of tools ‘allowed people to be a bit more creative in their
responses, not stick to their expert script, and be more imaginative when talking about future
scenarios’ [partner B].
17
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3.

Outcomes
3.1.

Opportunities and challenges along engagement processes

On experimenting with different formats
We start by reflecting on which formats worked well and which were more challenging when applied
to MAGIC case studies. Generally, most of the methods enlisted in section 2.2 were implemented as
originally planned, with minor variations due to lower number of participants than expected in some
cases, in both WP5 and WP6. However, the engagement of EU policy officers in WP5 was more
problematic and required a number of adaptive strategies.
Interviews proved particularly useful as an engagement strategy at the onset of the QST process. Many
researchers consider they provided richer information and a deeper conversation than group formats.
They were largely applied within WP5 and, to a lesser extent, in WP6 as means to explore narratives
from a variety of actors about the analysed policies and innovations. They also served the purpose of
introducing the nexus topic and get feedback on MAGIC ideas. In two cases, interviews were applied
instead of group formats at later stages of QST for discussing analytical results (innovation
environmental protection) and for creating scenarios that could be later quantified (policy on
biodiversity). This latter experience proved difficult for interviewees however.
Some partners experienced high rates of no response from pubic administration officers, and in
particular EU institutions, for interviews. One researcher reported that “in-depth interviews did not
work well with policymakers, since it is energy and time-intensive and they expected an immediate
reward in terms of information/data” [Partner E]. In-depth interviews are not meant to lecture the
interviewee, so the expectation created to the officers might have resulted from a clear debriefing
about the purpose. On the other hand, other researchers found interviews the most effective means
to have meaningful conversations with EC policy officers. In fact, the first QST iteration in WP5
interviewed more than 30 Commission policy officers from five different policy domains (Völker et al.
2017). However, ‘the interviews didn't work so well as a form of engagement: people were happy to
give us their expert view, but less interested in getting involved in further discussion or in giving us
feedback on material that was produced later on’ [Partner B]. This is an interesting point in what
concerns the expectations of the researchers. To some extent the in-depth interviews were expected
to create a durable process of engagement and although there is literature that reports this effect,
this doesn’t happen all the time. A likely reason was that there was not really a mutual exchange of
(useful) information or even debate during those interviews, so the interviewee might have not
realised the usefulness of continuity. Pressure and lack of time of civil servants might have done the
rest.
Group formats were useful for contrasting different perspectives, allowing actors to express and
discuss dissent. They usually took the form of an initial presentation of analytical results (using the
different tools and prompts described in section 2.3), followed by moderated discussion in break-out
groups or in plenary. Particular combinations of methods and tools were tailored according to the
type, number and time constraints of engaged actors. For instance, a 2 hours session with a short
video presentation followed by a World Café discussion was twice organised within the European
Modelling Platform and once in the 2019 EU Week of Cities and Regions to discuss with energy
modellers and DG actors. This sort of semi-structured group discussions enabled an active
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participation and the production of many ideas in a short time. Yet, 2 hours were deemed short for an
in-depth discussion.
Alternatively, standard presentations at plenary sessions with open discussions were trialled in these
conferences. The larger participation in plenaries helps raising interest in a large number of people at
the time proved a challenging setting for controversial discussions: “Presenting uncomfortable
knowledge in plenary sessions generates a lot of controversies and defensive reactions from other
panellists and the public. On the other hand, this generates that many people became interested to
engage” [Partner A].
During more extended 5 hours workshops, researchers were able to include a presentation of results,
group assessment of narratives and scenario back-casting exercises. One event expanded to 8 hours
with a field tour in the study area. These extended formats yielded rich analytical results and policy
outcomes (see Box 1). However, they were only possible at a local scale because key actors were also
part of the project consortium. We will come back to this point later.
Cross-cutting challenges to group formats mentioned by the researchers in the survey were time
constraints to generate in-depth discussions and the lack of moderation skills. Again, engagement
requires a set of competences on the side of the organisers that cannot be summarised with a number
of nice questions and visuals to illustrate departing points. As we will discuss in section 5, fostering
engagement of heterogeneous actors in the processes of co-creating policy narratives means having
the skills and competence to explore mindsets, values and epistemic practices and tools.
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BOX 1 - CASE STUDY ON ALTERNATIVE WATER RESOURCES
The overall objective of the engagement process was the generation of a safe space among Canary Islands
stakeholders and other actors to debate the WEF-Nexus implications for water and agricultural governance
in the islands.
Recruitment. A total of 75 actors were engaged which were directly involved on the three dimensions of
nexus knowledge, with a particularly relevant presence of local and regional public authorities and
practitioners from the water and food sectors. The existence of a previous network of contacts of the local
partner ITC, as well as the work carried out by the JRC in the previous years through another project on climate
adaptation in small islands, were key for the success of recruitment efforts. However, local knowledgeholders, like farmers or civil society organisations, women and contested perspectives with the need for AWR
were under-represented.
Process design. The QST cycle here started with a series of interviews with relevant actors in order to elicit
local narratives about the need and context of QST. The narratives were later used to frame the scales, level
and format of the quantitative analysis. Qualitative narrative and quantitative variables were tied in a mixed
analysis and presented during workshops in order to spur collective reflection and ease the assessment of
narratives under different scenarios. Building upon the participatory narrative assessment, a scenario backcasting exercise allowed exploring future actions and actors to move towards desirable futures. This was
followed-up with online focus groups which invited citizens to discuss hot-topics raised during the workshop.
Outcomes. This engagement process contributed to social acceptance of AWR as pertinent innovations to
face freshwater degradation while providing security to farmers in terms of water availability, quality and
price. Critical challenges to accessing and managing these resources were identified. Public leadership and
regulation the price of AWR through subsidies appeared as key success factors in the Canarian context. The
future of farming systems gathered strong concerns, with proposals to strengthen local food policy and
market circuits emerging. Concerning the energy dimension, high expectations are put on the role of
renewable energy technologies in ratcheting down AWR prices. However, this nexus relation is still uncertain
and requires further exploration.
Impact. This process raised the interest of many actors within Canary Island policy context having had an
impact at regional and national scales. On the one hand, the Canarian government has echoed some of the
research conclusions in the regional ‘Road for food sovereignty’. On the other hand, the Spanish Ministry of
Ecological Transition has furthered the case study with a new project focused on monitoring the risks
associated to the implementation of new reclaimed water projects. This project will be a pilot of the
implementation of the new Water Reuse Regulation (2020/741).
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BOX 2 - CASE STUDY ON AGRICULTURAL POLICY
This case illustrates some adaptive strategies useful in the engagement of busy policy officers. The aim was to
achieve conceptual impact (i.e. new ideas, new ways of thinking) with people connected to European policy
revision and implementation in either the agricultural or environmental domains.
Learning institutional cultures. An important learning of this case study was how to keep on top of the moving
policy arena and understanding the cultures and working practices of the different DG, the Parliament and the
agencies so material and formats could be tailored to their interests. ‘Often engagement was as much learning
about how things work in Brussels as actually discussing the results’ (Partner C)
Recruitment. Invited actors were mostly policy officers from several Commission’ Directorate Generals and
Members of the European Parliament. Difficulties in recruitment were anticipated by insisting with email
contact, asking those interested to help with new contacts, widening the target pool and taking opportunities
for piggybacking at other events. Email exchange was used to create a long-term discussion whereby to build
relationships before trying more interactive formats.
Find a convenient venue and time. The HU team decided to host the event at Scotland House, as this is located
on Schuman roundabout, so very convenient for many working in the Commission in Brussels. The room hire
is also free for Hutton staff to reserve, they paid only for catering, so making good use of project resources.
The event was advertised with a choice of 3 options, two of which were breakfast slots on other days, and the
team chose the date suiting the most. Giving people options may have helped them to realise that the team
valued their participation. Registration was compulsory which helped the team to plan the event. An outlook
appointment was sent so that people would be reminded to travel and attend in time for the start of the main
event. Ideally the main event should have been for 2 hours, to have more time for discussion, but it was
decided on a one and half hour seminar, in order to maximise attendance.
Adapt engagement formats and contents. The HU team styled a seminar format, rather than a workshop, to
emphasise that there was material to communicate in a comfortable format which allowed for discussion; the
team decided to not place too much expectation on the participants having to ‘work’. The emphasis on
learning about new methods and data helped decrease pressure to represent their institutional roles and have
interactive discussions. The team tried hard to think why individuals wanted to hear about MAGIC and how
the results might inform their work. This led to shaping the analysis more explicitly to the 'Farm to Fork' and
Green Deal as emerging hot topics. Information about MAGIC was synthesized in a brief to focus the
presentation and the discussion on results and their implications.
Facilitated discussion. The last slide of the presentation contained questions for the participants, and the team
left this showing during the subsequent discussion. Two persons facilitated the discussion, answering also
questions, or asked questions of participants, whilst one took detailed notes. The discussion did not work
through all points and in the foreseen order, but the slide helped steering the debate.
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BOX 3 - CASE STUDY ON ELECTRIC VEHICLES
This case study aimed at generating a collective reflection beyond technological debates and take a broader
view of the narratives underpinning proposed urban mobility measures by exploring the imaginaries of
sustainable transport futures and the governance of such systems.
Engagement strategy. This case study is exemplary for how piggybacking on policy events offers enabling
opportunities for reaching a broad audience. A session entitled ‘Future urban mobility: Mobilising different
knowledges in the debate’ was organised within the 2019 EU Week of Regions & Cities at The SQUARE –
Brussels Convention Centre (Belgium). The event was populated with regional and local policy makers and
planners from all over Europe and the session was attended by around 50 persons.
Design. The session was divided into two parts. The first part featured two short presentations in relation to
the climate and air quality policy frameworks and the concerns regarding the large-scale implementation of
electric vehicles in Europe. The second part consisted in small group conversations on issues raised by the
primers. By using a World Café format (6-7 stakeholders per table + one moderator), participants were firstly
encouraged to discuss: what are EVs resolving? What are the main challenges and trade-offs that can be
expected with a massive implementation of electric vehicles? Afterward, participants were asked to formulate
'snapshots' of city mobility in 2035 (‘imaginatorium’).
The World Café was guided by means of a game approach which enabled participants to spark more active and
meaningful participation. The resource material included two decks of cards representing images of potential
benefits and potential challenges arising from the EVs’ implementation. People were invited to choose/play
four main cards from the two decks, which they felt were relevant to think about the proposed questions. Then
they were asked to place the cards one by one on the table, explaining their choice and relating the cards to
each other. In the phase of ‘imaginatorium’, participants were asked to imagine the future city mobility by
using stickers (representing different transport modalities) or to freely draw other options on a poster and then
discuss drivers, barriers, and trade-offs.
Outcomes. During the session there were critical reflections on the role of electric vehicles as preservers of the
‘extractivism regime’ and consumerism life style. The electric car narrative is conceived as a narrative of the
rich, as they are the ones getting the benefits of producing and using them. While certain benefits are
associated with electric cars during the discussion, the reduction of pollution within cities and dependency on
oil, the socio-environmental pressures derived from their production strongly affect the poorest part of the
population in other (mostly Latin-American) countries. Participants considered that the focus must be placed
on electric mobility from a community and public perspective.
Alternatives proposals were raised including: shift to other transport modes, especially by giving more space
to bikes and walking (e.g. in city centres), as well as by raising the culture of car sharing and public
transportation; give driving budget per person each year, democratizing the access to this service and limiting
the impacts of its use; limiting the legal weight of cars was (i.e. forbidding by law the propagation of SUV
fashion).
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In carrying out the engagement
Beyond the adaptation of formats and tools, a number of enabling opportunities were fundamental
for organising the engagement activities (figure 7). Piggybacking on other events like conferences
proved to be the win-win strategy. It enabled both individual engagements (like flash interviews with
experts of the Water Footprint Network) and group exercises (like the 2019 EU Week of Cities and
Regions, see BOX 3). Not only it saved resources from the project but it was also extremely effective
for talking with busy people that usually do not respond to emails or are mildly interested in what
researchers are interested in.
Secondly, finding a window in the policy cycle where engagement can provide useful inputs was
fundamental in the most successful experiences (see the examples in Boxes 1-3). Understanding what
scientific outcomes are needed and when appears as obvious as challenging when scientific programs
do not align with EU policy processes. While some researchers were simply lucky that their case
studies fitted an opening policy window, others endeavoured to grasp at which point the cycle was
and how to be useful in there (Blackstock et al. 2018). In addition, we can say that a great deal of the
work was to put it simply ahead of time, gaining an anticipatory disposition. Other issues, are not in
the policy window, but they characterise a state of fatigue of matters that are permanently unsettled,
and therefore never loose currency and realness.
Thirdly, having a policy champion and previous contacts from other engagement processes helped
opening many gates and access new actors within DGs. When no previous contacts were available,
finding key agents and insisting with several email contacts worked on some occasions. Particularly
useful was having a local champion with an extensive network of contacts within the consortium (JRC
for the EU institutions and ITC for a small region). Finally, patience and trust that after a few
encounters people would get interested in following up.

Figure 7: Number of researchers that found different enabling opportunities
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Figure 8: Partners that faced different challenges. The size of the bubble indicates the number of researchers that experienced
them

Notwithstanding these opportunities, practical challenges were faced at all stages of engagement
processes. As presented in figure 8, most important challenges were encountered in early recruitment
efforts, with the majority of researchers mentioning the lack of actor’s responsiveness to initial
contacts or the difficulties in finding the right person to talk to. To face these challenges, some case
studies adapted by expanding the map of actors and spreading the network (see BOX 2 for an
exemplary case), and others by turning to more enthusiastic actors like other researchers, technical
experts or social activists.
The lack of policy actors’ interest or availability for iterative interaction over time as required by the
QST cycle has been recurrently signalled. For example, in the case of the European Commission, the
frequent rotation of positions within DGs was an issue to maintain continuity. Whereas having a policy
champion and travelling to their workplace helped initial contacts and snow-balling recruitment, many
times people changed job positions and contacts had to be re-established. In the process, also often
the priorities of the services where officers were employed changed contributing to more resistance
to get involved. Consequently, securing the engagements consumed significant efforts from the
consortium and required having a lot of Plan B to adapt to lack of responsiveness, cancellations or low
participation. These problems were especially felt with EC policy officers whose busy agendas include
only mandated commitments. As posed by this researcher:
“The fact that the project had not a firm attachment to services from the start has been problematic
not only for involvement of different actors but also for deployment of results” [Partner D].
Furthermore, it is interesting that one of the consortium partners is a DG of the Commission and this
has not facilitated the smooth process of engagement for several reasons that we will discuss later in
this report.
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During the execution of engagement exercises, no shows was an important challenge together with
disagreement with MAGIC methodologies and messages. In addition, some researchers observed
actors’ unwillingness to share their personal views or relevant data. For instance, one researcher
states: “Particularly problematic has been the experience with EU staff. My impression is that even if
they are genuinely interested, if they are meeting for the first time and they do not know each other,
there is a sort of institutional diffidence to openly say what they think especially if the subject is
controversial” [Partner A]. Successful experiences in engaging EC policy officers in group exercises
showed the importance of building credibility beforehand as well as of adapting formats to decrease
the ‘pressure to perform’ (see BOX 2).
Challenges are also mentioned in relation to the use of controversial results to provoke reaction, and
prompt reflection and creation of alternative framings. Conveying “uncomfortable knowledge”
(Rayner, 2012) seems to inevitably ‘lead to uncomfortable encounters’ [Partner C], not only because
of institutional and personal disagreement with the presented results, but also because MAGIC
‘methods are complex and do not appear to offer concrete solutions/recommendations to current
policy problems’ [Partner C]. Section 3.2 expands on these challenges and learning.
Lastly, researchers that worked with large and heterogeneous groups of actors in innovation case
studies pinpointed challenges related to diversity of participants. For instance, the need for adapting
the language, avoiding technicalities and scientific jargon, or to balance representation of different
knowledge systems/perspectives while ensuring facilitation of equal participation. We will return to
this issue later.

3.2.

Engagement with the Nexus concept and the idea of
“uncomfortable knowledge”

Understandings and usefulness of the nexus concept
The concept of the WEF nexus was central to MAGIC. The focus on quantifying trade-offs between
different biophysical dimensions was purported to ease discussions on three plausibility criteria:


environmental feasibility,



socio-economic viability and



cultural-institutional desirability of European policies and innovations.

Engaged actors were in general not familiar with the nexus per se, but with the idea of interconnected
relations between dimensions. Most of them preferred using other terms like interconnections, tradeoffs or complexity. While some of the academics engaged in the project were more inclined to
interpret the nexus as biophysical connections or new methods to quantify them, policy officers were
more intuitive about the inevitable connections between policies. Yet, the focus on quantification of
WEF resource interconnections left aside other relevant nexuses “that explain the politics of the
different policies and their deliberate sometimes explicit disconnection” [Partner D]. Furthermore, this
type of analytical output was sometimes difficult to grasp by non-academics and not always met their
interests or expectations.
In addition to the difficulties with the nexus concept, its relation with the three plausibility criteria
mentioned earlier was not always easy to operationalise beyond the description of constraints. The
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barriers mentioned by researchers include a lack of common definition and methodological
orientation within the consortium, the limited capacity of engaged actors to understand complex
multi-dimensional analysis and being reflexive about science or the distrust or disagreement with
MAGIC messages. An interesting learning from two case studies is that the relation can be inverted.
That is, the feasibility, viability and desirability criteria are useful to structure complex discussions
about nexus issues as these quotes illustrate:
“I found that the FVD approach helps to connect and identify relevant aspects of the discussion of the
nexus. When discussing such transversal topics as the nexus, organising the discussion and pointing
out relevant issues to consider helps to frame and organize the discussions”. [Partner A]
“My impression is that the deliberation over viability and desirability (of narratives) was a successful
exercise whereby we managed to have a complex collective analysis of a lot of nexus ideas”. [Partner
A]
Conveying “uncomfortable knowledge”
As mentioned in the introduction, one of the goals of MAGIC was to give space to controversy and
make space for its discussions involving policy actors. ‘Uncomfortable knowledge’ (Rayner Op. cit.) is
an interesting concept as it encapsulates many of the scientific, societal and political controversies
that were tackled along the project.
Different tools and formats were trialled to share this type of information and spark the debates.
However, the opening of this sort of discussions proved challenging in most cases, with researchers
describing defensive reactions among participants, as exemplified by these quotes:
‘Most of the businesses representatives whom I engaged with were reluctant to continue
speaking to me as I told them that we are trying to assess the complexity of biofuels and
evaluate their sustainability. Some who agreed to engage tried to convince that biofuels are
sustainable and that doing nothing (e.g., not pursuing a renewable fuel) is worse because it
does not help the climate goals’ [Partner F].
‘The first event (in Barcelona) was mostly with people from electric vehicles cooperatives,
which is why messages that electric vehicles "may not be the answer" were not well taken’
[Partner A].
Another observed challenge when presenting controversial results was the possibility of entering a
methodological debate, because participants would question the methodology and assumptions
instead of discussing the topics. In many occasions, the results presented were extensive, charged
with a great deal of scientific jargon creating confusion and thus the discussions remained vague.
Relevant lessons in this regard refer to communication strategies. For instance, those who anticipated
these challenges opted for formats with brief messages focused on the key results of their analysis
and the policy implications across the nexus. The use of short videos with key controversial messages
instead of long and complicated presentations was a successful strategy. Suggestions for the future
include the use of a strategy of progressive disclosure of information4 as way of introducing
complicated or controversial subjects in order to avoid the usual communication mistakes, such as
4

In other words, the progressive access to layers of meaning and of approachability, with interfaces that mediate knowledge
from very rudimentary explanations to increasing level of detail and disciplinary jargons.
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one-size-fits-all, ignoring the audience’s assumptions and expectations, deciding on what the audience
should know, as well as compromising the overall purpose of the engagement. The following quotes
illustrate some other possible strategies:
‘Presenting a more nuanced perspective at the start (in the presentation), and having a better
grasp of the actors involved would have helped prepare for this’ [Partner A].
‘A good practice in my view is to include both stakeholders' concerns and uncomfortable
knowledge in the narratives to assess, so that you raise interest at the time you bring in new
critical perspectives to enrich the picture' [Partner A].
“Uncomfortable knowledge can be useful to destabilise mainstream discourse, but there is the
risk of repelling other audiences, so we need to manage well the messages we want to pass and
keep the discussion space as open as possible (and at the same time focused on the aims we
want to achieve). To this purpose, building trust is also important: different stakeholders come
with different levels of trust and willingness to trust” [Partner A].
We will return to this in a later section.

3.3.

Impact

Interactions along the MAGIC project raised different forms of interests in engaged actors (see figure
9). The most common request after engagement activities was for further information in the form of
project reports and other research outputs, including videos and the website.

Figure 9: Number of researchers reporting different forms of interest raised in engagement activities

More active responses demanded further analysis from MAGIC researchers. Here two types of
demands were observed: those from actors who got enthusiastic by the project’s messages which
were usually accompanied by interest in continued dialogue and, right at the opposite end, those from
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actors who were suspicious about the MAGIC messages and wanted to scrutinise methodological
assumptions and procedures. Expressed willingness to continue engagement took the form of
invitations to present their work in other events, to collaborate with other projects or to enter new
consortia to continue MAGIC lines of research. In addition, there were requests for new analysis and
events focused on controversial topics. In two occasions, MAGIC researchers were asked to organise
training on the project topics and tools.
With regards to contributions to public policies, only the case study on alternative water resources
reported a direct observable impact within the time scope of the project. As described in BOX 1, the
outcomes of this case study were considered by regional authorities for the new ‘Road for food
sovereignty’. In addition, national Spanish authorities are furthering the case study as a pilot for the
implementation of the new Water Reuse Regulation (2020/741).
In addition to interest from engaged actors, another important type of impact of engagement
activities was the enrichment of research processes. Most researchers (17/20) used engagement
outputs to inform their work to different degrees and at different stages of their research. The most
common application was the use of narrative analysis from interviews to frame quantitative analysis.
At these initial stages, engagement was also useful for researchers to understand the background and
politics involved (actors, positions) in the making of European environmental policies or in the
promotion of innovations.
Secondly, researchers actively used the results of the combined narrative and quantitative analyses
to foster discussions with different actors. These interactions took different forms, from validation of
results and feedback seeking to more co-creation logics whereby the whole analysis was designed as
an input for deliberative formats.
Lastly, engagement results were largely used in MAGIC publications. Some researchers mentioned
methodological lessons in terms of enriching the understanding and practice of the QST approach, as
illustrated by this quote:
“In general, the engagement activities have re-shaped what the (QST) cycle looks like, as well as
re-framing the purpose of the cycle, from one of direct policy interaction to one of diffuse change
and discussion” [Partner A].
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4.

Learning and recommendations

In this section we provide a summary of reflections and recommendations from MAGIC researchers
with regards to improving engagement processes. Most learning is related to the challenges and
opportunities they encountered as described in section 3.1 and in previous project Milestones 11 and
16 (Guimarães Pereira et al., 2019; Waylen et al., 2020).
Recruitment
Maintaining a continued interaction with policy actors, especially from European institutions, proved
very difficult because of their time constraints, frequent change of positions or lack of interest in the
research topic. In order to address recruitment challenges, many researchers recommend the
inclusion of actors from early stages of the project (directly in the writing of the proposal, as partners
in the consortium or in the kick off meeting). Thereby, their concerns could be taken into consideration
from the very beginning. This is also relevant when you engage with civil society organisations and
under-privileged collectives, who demand long-term commitment, transparency and feedback
throughout the research process.
When early involvement is not possible, researchers advise the use of previous networks of contacts,
widen the sample if there is no responsiveness and keep insisting with email contacts. Another
important tip is to start the engagement process with an in-depth institutional analysis and actors
mapping which helps with learning and navigating institutional cultures and accordingly design the
process that respects the identified institutional cultures. Indeed, one of the most important learnings
for MAGIC researchers has been the immersion of academic partners in the internal functioning of the
EC and the EP. Finding a policy champion within institutions helps accessing key actors as well as
identifying policy windows and ‘hot topics’ to address in case studies. This happened sometimes, but
most of the times even for those that work in the institutions, unless it is their direct field of work, this
is not straightforward.
Planning
Careful planning of engagement activities with adequate time, budget and personnel per partner and
case study was another recurrent lesson. Engagement should be central to the research process and
start earlier than quantitative efforts. Researchers missed a more centralized project-level strategy,
with clear goals and expected outcomes collectively defined from the beginning. Especially those new
to stakeholder engagement suggest a closer collaboration with experienced researchers and training
in methods and in science-policy interactions. Another remark is a shared strategy for contact and
communication with actors to avoid their ‘fatigue’.
Design and execution of engagement processes
Researchers recommend keeping a heterogeneous ecosystem of engagement methods while
exploring more innovative formats and prompts (for example games or theatre) to encourage people
to think outside of their script. Concrete methodological suggestions refer to the use of interviews and
workshops for eliciting individual and collective narratives, respectively, or the organisation of online
thematic focus groups with a variety of actors beyond policy makers.
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Piggybacking on policy events is suggested for reaching large audiences or an easier alternative to
continued engagement processes. In project events, an important organisational remark is to find
convenient venues or accessible online tools to ease participation.
Particularly relevant is the management of diverse expectations across engaged actors, which
sometimes may be in contradiction with the goal of using engagement for conveying uncomfortable
knowledge. Mentioned tips include:


Start in listening mode and one-to-one conversations before trying group formats in order to
build trust and credibility.



Understanding the backgrounds, reality and interests of participants, adapting formats and
contents in accordance.



Adequate facilitation of discussions.



Develop the capacity of listening to participants reactions and concerns.



Develop a plan for follow up with actors’ petitions and for continued communication.

Other related lessons refer to communication of uncomfortable knowledge or complex analytical
results. The most relevant recommendation is a clearer organisation of results using a strategy of
progressive disclosure of information in online interactive tools is. In addition, broadening the type
of shared information by including also institutional and other qualitative analysis is suggested.
Quality of the knowledge generation processes
At a more general level, researchers learned about the role of engagement in enhancing the quality
of knowledge generation processes, not only in terms of research outputs but also of adapting those
to people’s realities while fostering their capacity to think differently and learn from other ideas. The
pluralism principle becomes crucial for science-policy work.
Some questioned how engagement can be more meaningful or transformative, for instance by:


Including more diversity of actors and perspectives (beyond policy officers).



Seeking bottom-up strategies to stream local realities up to policy cycles.



Longer processes that seek two-sides commitment and trust building.



Focus on the co-design of policies instead of on their assessment.

These aspects were envisaged and few experiments have been conducted, especially on the
innovations case studies (WP6).
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5.

Concluding remark: Conceptualising engagement as a ‘place of
work’
‘The most important lesson I have learnt from this experience is the importance of engagement as
a place to nurture reflexivity, as a place that can challenge/change our work and, finally, a place
to mobilize knowledge and imaginations and eventually trigger social change.’ [Partner A]

To conclude this report, we shall offer a metaphor that we found useful to discuss institutionalisation
of multi-actors’ engagement in the design of policymaking and in co-creating knowledge that supports
that process. We would like to submit engagement as a ‘place of work’ and we will summarily discuss
this idea below. Let us first turn to some definitions out there:
“a place where work is done” Freedictionary online.
“The place of work is the location in which a currently employed person performs his or her
job, and where a usually employed person performs the primary job used to determine
his/her other economic characteristics such as occupation, industry, and status in
employment.” OECD5
In the definition of “place of work” by the OECD, prominent dimensions are location and job. When
talking about engagement of the ‘extended peer community’6 (a foundational term of post-normal
science – Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1992), we are left to wonder about who should be pursuing those
engagements (whose job?) and where. And that is per se an interesting reflection. Interesting
questions can be: is the ‘job’ (of engagement of the EPC) to be done by those who provide the evidence
(knowledge to support policymaking) or should that ‘job’ be done by the institutions that require the
evidence?
But this definition is important to situate ‘engagement’ as the location where and infrastructure
(relevant competences, tools and procedures) through which the extension, the inclusion and the cocreative process is produced. This positioning refuses the understanding of engagement as yet a layer
of knowledge production but much rather a connecting place of different communities, their
epistemologies, affections, imaginations and ‘matters of care’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017). The ultimate
‘job’ in the “multi-actors engagement” workplace is to transform the way institutions work when
attempting to gather the so-called evidence to pursue their governance business.
The most striking experiment of the MAGIC project has precisely been that, as mentioned earlier, it
made visible that policy institutions no longer have a license to operate when the place of work is
afflicted with irresponsible and ungovernable narratives kept by incumbent gatekeepers.

5

Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, Revision 1, United Nations, New York, 1998, para.
2.245.
6 An “’extended peer community’, consists not merely of persons with some form or other of institutional accreditation,
but rather of all those with a desire to participate in the resolution of the issue. Seen out of context, such a proposal might
seem to involve a dilution of the authority of science, and its dragging into the arena of politics.” Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993.
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The many challenges faced with engagement of policy actors in this project, have nothing to do with
time pressure, or willingness to collaborate, or silo talk, or even with “mandate”, but much rather with
installed policymaking practices and ways of working that focus on both silencing uncomfortable
knowledge and on ordering or cherry picking knowledge from not-enough-questioned trusted sources
(with their rationales, their processes and their products). Trust however in this account, has been
about securing the maintenance of a particular order, even if this order is dysfunctional and damages
the many7. Hence, MAGIC allowed probing preparedness of institutions to change and make space for
extending the legitimacy of different knowledges and knowledge-holders. Finally, to the question
posed earlier, on whose job is it, we argue that it should be done at different sites including scientific
institutions and academia, and governing institutions. There are many civil society organisations and
grassroots that are creating new pods of legitimacy. Let us all learn and change.

7

Rayner, 2012. Rayner’s on institutional strategies to cope with the discomfort of uncomfortable knowledge include denial,
dismissal, diversion and displacement.
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