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Abstract

Understanding and seeking to change complex systems 
requires approaches which can adequately respond to com-
plexity and which undermine rather than reinforce dominant 
power structures.  This paper presents and reflects on a par-
ticipatory methodology developed and applied to transition 
food systems in England, Nicaragua and Senegal to align 
 better with agroecological principles.  The methodology 
combines participatory research, complex systems mapping 
and deliberation to understand and respond to the complex-
ities of food systems in an integrated and transdisciplinary 
way.  Where this methodology distinguishes itself from other 
participatory research approaches is the explicit focus on the 
multiple dimensions of food systems in an integrative way, 
which was possible through a deliberative process and by 
involving various stakeholders, but continuing to privilege 
(yet also challenge) the voices of marginalised producers. 
Our experience indicates that the methodology could be 
used and adapted for various complex topics and contexts 
in which social change is sought.

1 Introduction

This paper presents a methodology for analysing and contrib-
uting to the transition of food systems, which are understood 
to be complex and dynamic (Leach et al., 2010; Ericksen et al., 
2010) and which marginalise the voices and  experiences of 
farmers (European Parliament, 2014), one of the most crucial 
set of actors.  The methodology combines farmer-led partic-
ipatory action research (PAR) with complex systems analysis 
and deliberative processes in order to adequately respond 
to the complexity of food systems and address their power 
imbalances.  Its innovation stems from its ability to prioritise 
the voices of farmers beyond their direct interests.  It propos-
es a strategy to address the sustainability of food systems 
while ensuring research is transdisciplinary and participatory 
(Lang et al., 2012; Wiek et al., 2012). 

Our project evolved in response to a global food system 
that is undeniably in a state of crisis and is failing to achieve 
its principal goal of ensuring food and nutrition security for 
all people in socially just and ecologically sustainable ways 
(Ericksen, 2008; Foran et al., 2014). Although agricultural pro-
duction is enough to feed the world 1.5 times over (Global 
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Agriculture Report, 2016; Holt-Gimenez et al., 2012), an esti-
mated 815 million people in the world are undernourished 
(FAO, 2017). Paradoxically, obesity is increasing in poor and 
rich countries (Global Nutrition Report, 2016; Ng et al., 2014) 
due to food systems failing to deliver high quality nutrition, 
leading to what is known as malconsumption and result-
ing in adverse dietary health effects (Sage, 2013; Lock et al., 
2010). At the core of food production are farmers, who, all 
over the world are increasingly struggling to survive eco-
nomically (van der Ploeg, 2008). Many farmers live in  poverty, 
especially those producing on small or medium scale (World 
Bank, 2014). This is exacerbated by policies that favour agro- 
industrial production and marginalize small-scale farmers 
(European Parliament, 2014), excluding them from deci-
sion-making processes and leading to negative social out-
comes. In addition, industrialised agriculture contributes to 
increasing environmental damage, loss of biodiversity and 
eco-system degradation, threatening the viability of the cur-
rent food production model as a whole (Giraldo and Rosset, 
2018; Altieri and Toledo, 2011; Tittonell, 2013). Against this 
backdrop there are increasing calls for a fundamental change 
to food systems (UNCTAD, 2013). 

As a reaction to these challenges, the concept of agro-
ecology has emerged and evolved as an approach that 
encompasses the social, ecological and economic dimen-
sions of agri-food systems (Francis et al., 2003: 100; Gliess-
man, 2007; Wezel, 2009). Agroecology itself is a contested 
term with various definitions. It has been conceptualised 
not only as a science and practice at a farm or plot level but 
also as a social movement across entire food systems (Wezel 
et al., 2009; Rosset and Martinez-Torres, 2012; Francis et al., 
2003). The project on which this paper is based chose to 
focus on the potential for agroecological food systems to be 
realised, thus interpreting agroecology in its most transdis-
ciplinary and systems-wide definition rather than focusing 
only on production.  This is based on an understanding of 
food systems as complex, in which treating issues in isolation 
(e.g. nutrition at the cost of ecology; livelihoods at the cost of 
nutrition, etc.) is unlikely to lead to positive changes for the 
system as a whole (Tendall et al., 2015). 

With this food systems understanding of agroecology 
and the current challenges of complex, unsustainable and 
unequal food systems, the project Transitions to agroecologi-
cal food systems: pathways to sustainability, took place in 
Nicaragua, Senegal and England from 2016 to 2018. The pro-
ject was initiated and coordinated by a research institute in 
the UK, the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), and run in 
partnership with community and farmer-led organisations in 
each of the three countries. It centred on small-scale farmers 
who self-identified as practising agroecology, some of whom 
were involved in agroecological and/or food  sovereignty 
social movements within their contexts.  The project team 
deliberately selected localities in both the Global North and 
Global South to facilitate an exchange of knowledge and 
produce a greater understanding of the similar and different 
challenges faced in spreading agroecological food systems.  
Yet, of course, knowledge itself is unlikely to lead to change; 
rather, it needs to be applied, by actors which are  relevant, 

well positioned and empowered to act. Thus, the project also 
included a component of developing alliances and strate-
gies, rather than simply producing more knowledge.

This article outlines the different phases of the research 
and demonstrates how a methodology that integrates par-
ticipatory research and a systemic approach with a delib-
erative process is suitable for the analysis of complex food 
systems and their alignment with agroecological principles. 
The next section expounds the rationale underpinning this 
methodology and the methodological design. Using exam-
ples from the three-country initiative we then illustrate the 
different phases of the action research and briefly highlight 
research results and strategy outcomes of the project. The 
last section closes with a reflection on this methodological 
framework and how it can support future endeavours to 
improve participatory research in agroecology and thus the 
transition to more sustainable food systems.

The positionality of the authors is as follows. The lead 
author of this paper joined the project halfway through to 
support in the evaluation of the project process and out-
comes.  The other two authors were part of the core team of 
people implementing the project. One of the authors is an 
ecological food producer in addition to being a researcher.  
None of the authors are from the UK, though all were living 
in England at the time of the project.

2 Motivation

Integrating ‘participation’, ‘complex systems 
thinking’ and ‘deliberative processes’
Food systems are characterized by their dynamism and com-
plexity as processes interlink on various levels (individual, 
farm, local, national, global) and are affected by multiple 
forces (economic, social, cultural, technological and ecolog-
ical) (Guzmán et al., 2013). Systemic and participatory action 
research approaches lend themselves to effectively engage 
with these characteristics and inform the novel methodo-
logical design this article describes. Undergirded by a strong 
deliberative component, the methodological design allows 
for a discursive and critical analysis and meaning-making 
process by farmers over time. Illustrated with examples from 
the three-country initiative this section elaborates on the 
rationale of the methodology and the anticipated impact, 
before taking the reader through the methodology and the 
different phases of the project in section 3.

The methodological framework of this research initia-
tive was developed to a) contribute towards a rebalancing of 
power relations through approaches that centre on farmers 
as co-researchers, b) respond to and capture the complexi-
ty of food systems, and c) apply an integrated view on the 
social, economic, ecological and nutritional dimensions rele-
vant for agroecological food systems. 

To rebalance power through participation, we purpose-
fully chose an action research approach as it allows to draw 
on the knowledge and experience that farmers have about 
their lived realities and local conditions. A participatory 
research approach, according to Chambers (1995) refers to 
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an “empowering process, which enables local people to do 
their own analysis, to take command, to gain confidence, and 
to make their own decisions.” Action research (Reason and 
Bradbury, 2001, 2008) is a participatory, democratic process 
of iterative cycles of action and reflection that brings togeth-
er theory and practice, and centres on the development 
of knowledge (Reason and Bradbury, 2001) that responds 
to the needs and challenges of people in their everyday 
lives.  Knowledge that is derived under a participatory para-
digm has the potential to challenge deeply entrenched 
 power in equalities, as well as the monopoly of conventional 
research and knowledge production (Gaventa and Cornwall, 
2006; Pimbert, 2006). This research has taken a decision to 
particularly privilege – though also critically challenge – the 
perspectives of small-scale farmers in the food system who 
identify as practicing agroecology.  This is because small-
scale farmers have typically been excluded from decision 
making about food systems (Pimbert and Wakeford, 2002), 
yet they have unique understandings of what it is like to pro-
duce food and the challenge of working within the existing 
food systems while maintaining agroecological principles.  
As agroecological approaches emphasise farmers as pro-
tagonists in the research process, as opposed to top-down 
measures in conventional research, PAR approaches harmo-
nise well with the more political interpretations of agroecolo-
gy (Guzmán, 2013; Pimbert, 2006). The incorporation of agro-
ecological farmers along with other actors in the food system 
(as witnesses and as change agents), had the additional ben-
efit of responding to complexity.  A growing body of litera-
ture acknowledges that because of their multi-dimension-
al, multi-levelled, dynamic and uncertain nature, research 
about complex issues require a wide range of knowledge to 
be incorporated from across different disciplines and actors, 
but with facilitation of ‘scaffolding’ to support constructive 
dialogue and the emergence of new perspectives (Burns 
2014, Burns and Worsley, 2015, Lang et al., 2012, Jordan et al., 
2013).  

To further respond to complexity, we chose to use an 
approach based on participatory systemic inquiry (Burns, 
2012, Harvey et al., 2012).  Participatory systemic inquiry is 
an approach which can be incorporated into action research, 
and which emphasises “developing processes and learning 
architectures that can effectively engage with complex sys-
tems dynamics” to support systemic change (Burns, 2014: 3).  
Specifically, the complex nature of food systems means that 
conventional research approaches which look at single issues 
(production, distribution, marketing, consumption) in isola-
tion are inadequate (Thompson and Scoones, 2009; Jordan 
et al., 2013). Instead, our process included a focus on the eco-
logical, economic, social and nutritional aspects of food sys-
tems throughout. This focus brought the inquiry out beyond 
the direct interests of food producers and into wider societal 
and ecological considerations. 

Two complexity-congruent methods which we used in 
this research were complex systems mapping and delibera-
tive processes.  Systems mapping helped to visually account 
for the non-linear interactions of diverse actors and issues 
across scales and levels in food systems. Rather than an end 

in itself, systems mapping in this project was used as a tool 
to facilitate discussion and analysis, as described in the next 
section.  It was also used for setting research questions, 
which were deliberately not formulated at the outset by 
the research team, in order to both challenge convention-
al research power dynamics and respond to the uncertain-
ty and disagreement about the problem which characterises 
complex issues.  

Deliberation as a form of discursive participation (Carpini 
et al., 2004) was incorporated to support the action-reflec-
tion cycle of PAR, and because the nature of this research 
requires a process that facilitates critical and dialogic analysis 
of the issues in question and the provided evidence. A delib-
erative process can bring in different perspectives of various 
stakeholders of the food system to provide a better under-
standing of its complexity; it enables participants to make 
sense of the research findings as well as challenge them; 
it enables participants to contextualise and appropriate 
research findings within their realities; it provides an arena 
to discuss different strategies for change; it can build solidar-
ity between participants and underpin decisions they have 
reached collaboratively with legitimacy (Kemmis and McTag-
gart, 2006).  A deliberative process in which different stake-
holders come together to debate, reflect on and challenge 
each other’s experiences and perspectives without having 
to find consensus is a way to address complexity and avoid 
potential groupthink, thus addressing a common downfall 
of participatory research (Cooke, 2001; Wakeford et al., 2008). 
Considering the values of participation and agroecology in 
terms of constituting bottom-up approaches and being con-
text specific (Guzmán, 2013; Pimbert, 2006), and also consid-
ering the wide range of interpretations of agroecology (Bell-
wood-Howard and Ripoll, 2020), it was deemed important to 
ground the project in what the farmers themselves under-
stood to be agroecological food systems.  We chose to pres-
ent four different dimensions for participants to reflect on: 
social, ecological, economic and nutritional, with a view to 
ensuring that the participants went beyond their own inter-
ests and concerns as food producers to consider the wider 
aspects of food systems beyond production. 

In sum, incorporating these conceptual considera-
tions our methodological design led to an approach which 
included different phases of participatory systems map-
ping, research, deliberation, alliance and strategy building 
and learning across countries. These phases are described 
in a practical way in the following sections, with a view to 
them being adapted and replicated in future participatory 
research on agroecology. 

3 Methodology

The research process was designed by the UK research team 
and co-led by farmers who created the content, allowing 
them to inquire themselves into their situation as agroeco-
logical growers and the manifold factors that affect them. 
While the farmers did not initiate the project, they were at 
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the centre of the inquiry, with power to make decisions about 
the content and direction and the ability to shape the pro-
cess itself. The participatory research design enabled farmers 
to set the research agenda, analyse the findings and nego-
tiate their meanings and implications. Involving farmers 
actively in the research and basing it on their lived experi-
ences ensured the relevance of the project to them person-
ally and led to a sense of ownership over the process and 
continued momentum after the process ended.

The methodological design was structured in the below 
mentioned phases (Figure 1) for all three countries, whereby 
the implementation of individual phases could vary slightly 
across locations.

4 Process description and exemplary 
results

Phase 0: Selecting participants and creating a 
safe space
Selecting participants: Who to invite as participants is a 
first crucial step (Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Wakeford et al., 
2008). The consideration of who to engage depends on the 
nature of the project and who can contribute the knowledge 
required for what wants is to be achieved. The participant 
selection did not aim to get a sample representative of the 
population or even of agroecological farmers. Rather, the 
 primary consideration was to create a panel with a combina-
tion of people which could generate insights about the chal-
lenges of producing agro ecologically within existing food 
systems but more specifically about how to identify leverage 
points that are suitable to induce systems change. 

Burns (2012, 2014) pointed out that there are trade-offs 
between Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Systemic 
Action Research (SAR) in terms of the homogeneity of the 
participant panel and the diversity of worldviews that they 
yield. In order to achieve a multiple-perspectives view of sys-
tems, SAR involves a variety of people in the research process 
that can have completely different interests, and that join 
and leave as necessary (Burns, 2014: 9). PAR however, is cen-
tred on a community or fixed group of participants that carry 
the entire research process, part of which is to identify and 
counteract unequal power relations. In a pure SAR approach 
for example farmers might lose their weight and centrality 
in the project if stakeholders with different interests were 
part of the process. While a multi-stakeholder panel ensures 
a diversity of worldviews, it has the disadvantage of risking 
co-option by more powerful actors and yielding knowledge 
that is not specifically relevant or action-oriented. On the 
contrary, in PAR the emphasis is clearly on amplifying the 
voice of a specific marginalized group, which means that 
less emphasis is given to the concerns of other stakehold-
ers and that other perspectives would be less represented in 
the research. A group of people with similar goals, problems 
and strategic interests leading action research will ensure 
that the knowledge generated is relevant for their lives and 
generates practical action to pursue. The disadvantage will 
be that other worldviews from other stakeholders will not be 
present in the panel. There is no ‘right’ make-up of the panel, 
but rather a need to acknowledge and redress the drawbacks 
(e.g. bringing other voices into the analysis). In our case, we 
tended towards the interest group-based approach, using 
the deliberation process to bring in the perspectives from 
other actors in the food system (consumers, traders, retailers 
and so on). The methodology featured in this paper seeks to 
create a systemic PAR approach, that offers the potential to 
use elements of both approaches and adjust the weight that 
is given to either one according to the scope and context of 
the research.

The idea was that farmers, who are at the centre of food 
production, come together, bring to the fore and consolidate 
their first-hand experiences and knowledge. The farmers 

Phase 0: Selecting participants and creating a safe space

Initial and ongoing considerations of how to select participants for the 

farmer panel and ensure that there is an ability for people to challenge 

one another and themselves.

Phase 1:  Participatory systems mapping and identification of 

research questions

Reflecting on food systems and creating messy maps and distilled 

maps enabled farmers to visualise their actual food systems and iden-

tify causal relations and patterns. From there they determined 4-6 

research questions.

Phase 2: Research

The identified research questions led to micro-research projects 

undertaken by local partner organisations.

Phase 3: Deliberation

The evidence resulting from the research was presented back to the 

farmers’ panels and supplemented by invited key informants and 

experts pertaining to the different topics. In a deliberative process the 

farmers reflected on and challenged the findings and their own ideas, 

as well as identified potential allies who would be in  a position to sup-

port them in their strategising.

Phase 4: Change agents workshop

The identified allies were invited to a ‘change agents’ workshop, 

where farmers could present their findings and jointly develop fea-

sible strategies.

Phase 5: Global summit in Nicaragua

The project activities culminated in a summit in Nicaragua where par-

ticipants of all three countries (Nicaragua, Senegal and UK) came 

together. This served as a platform for farmers to share their experi-

ence and ideas, to reflect on similarities, differences and correlations, 

to develop action points for their respective countries and to build 

international networks to promote agroecology.

F I G U R E  1
The research desgin
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were selected purposefully for their previous engagement 
– or interest – in agroecological or sustainable agriculture, 
with many (but not all) belonging to organisations that were 
linked to agroecological or food sovereignty social move-
ments. It was anticipated that this particular positioning 
could yield the tensions and contradictions between farmers’ 
immediate economic survival (which entails working within 
the existing system) and their other goals and aspirations 
such as regenerating their land, building communities and 
equitably nourishing populations, which may require signifi-
cant changes to the systems on which they currently depend.  
Further, involving those who are already active in the agro-
ecological movement and demonstrating an interest in the 
matter had the benefit of high engagement throughout the 
project and beyond.  

Variety and balance are important criteria to ensure ver-
satility and inclusion of less represented or marginalized 
groups as well as a variety of perspectives. In our examples 
the farmers’ panels, also called ‘juries’, consisted of 10 – 13 
members of a mix of genders and age groups, representing 
different types of production and different levels of involve-
ment with farmers’ or civil society organisations. Calling the 
farmers’ panels a ‘jury’ in Nicaragua and Senegal was a sym-
bolic way of declaring the farmers’ knowledge as priority and 
was met with affirmative positive feedback from the farmers.  
In the English context, the term ‘panel’ resonated well with 
the farmers and for some, gave a sense of prestige to their 
participation.  The geographical scope varied depend on the 
country. In the UK, discussions were mostly relevant to Eng-
land, in Nicaragua, to the Central and Pacific regions, and in 
Senegal, to the region of Casamance. 

In practice, many of the eligible and interested partici-
pants for this project held a representative or leadership 
position within their community or organisation.  This pre-
sented both strengths and risks.  One of the strengths of 
including such individuals with leadership roles is that they 
brought a wealth of issue-specific knowledge about the pro-
motion of agroecology, having engaged in it for some time.  
They also had strong networks through which knowledge 
from the project could be disseminated and acted upon.        

The risk was that of re-enforcing existing power relations 
through privileging some voices at the expense of others 
during the process (Cooke and Kothari 2001). Thus, there is a 
trade-off that emerges when constituting the panel.  There 
is no ‘right’ combination of leaders (who in our project were 
themselves farmers) and ‘lay’ people, rather the structure of 
the participatory process needs to reinforce and give space 
to those voices that are at risk of being diminished.  Further, 
a number of facilitation measures were put into place in 
order to avoid and/or counteract power imbalances in real 
time during workshops and through reflection and feedback 
throughout the project.  The following section describes 
ways in which this was undertaken. 

Facilitation, power and creating a safe space: “Reflexivity is 
a hallmark of excellent qualitative research and it entails the 
ability and willingness of researchers to acknowledge and 
take account of the many ways they themselves influence 

research findings and thus what comes to be accepted as 
knowledge.” (Sandelowski and Barosso 2002: 222)

Facilitation is not neutral (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2005: 
285 f.; Burns, 2015). Like any other person, the facilitator is 
subject to her or his ontological and epistemological posi-
tion and therefore not free of values, beliefs and vested inter-
ests.  These can influence the direction in which she or he 
guides the process, analyses data and draws conclusions. 
Whether intended or not, a facilitator exercises power:  facili-
tators have the power to include or exclude perspectives, 
open up communicative and safe spaces or shut them down, 
influence relationship dynamics and even manipulate the 
process (Burns, 2015: 157; Chambers, 1997: 155). 

In this project, workshops were facilitated by an IDS 
researcher and co-facilitated by a local researcher embedded 
in the partner organisation. The biases and positionalities of 
the research team were mitigated by the use of participatory 
exercises which entailed metaphorically ‘handing over the 
stick’ to participants (Chambers, 1997: 157). The project drew 
on exercises espoused by Chambers (2012) and Kaner et al. 
(2014) which encouraged inclusivity and empowerment of 
participants.  

Facilitators also endeavoured to be reflexive about their 
own positionality and the power they themselves exercise, 
intentionally or not (Muhammad et al., 2015; Burns, 2015: 157 
f). Reflexivity of positionality was supported by co-facilita-
tion and by cross-country facilitator debriefings after each 
major workshop.  

Another crucial element for mitigating power inequali-
ties was the creation of a safe space (Bergold and Thomas, 
2012; Gayá-Wicks and Reason, 2009). In the panels, farmers 
of different types of production, most of whom did not know 
each other, came together, not being sure what to expect or 
what exactly was expected from them. Participants from all 
three countries emphasised the importance of establishing 
ground rules at the beginning, to create a space where peo-
ple’s interpersonal needs of inclusion and intimacy were met, 
so that they could feel free to speak their minds. Creating and 
maintaining a safe communication space is crucial for achiev-
ing a high level of participation, and a way to address power 
relations, as spaces “are infused with power relations, affect-
ing who enters them, who speaks with what knowledge and 
voice, and who benefits. This is particularly apparent, for 
example, when both professional knowledge and peoples’ 
experiential knowledge are brought together in the same 
space and discussed.” (Pimbert, 2006: 19)

A safe communicative space was created by establishing 
‘ways of working’ together in the first workshops by discuss-
ing ground rules such as the types of confidentiality to be 
had, active listening, empathy, giving people space to voice 
their opinions and, crucially for the deliberative aspect of the 
project, not needing to agree on everything. 

In England, the ‘ways of working’ were revisited at the 
beginning of each workshop, even though they had been 
discussed a number of times.  Participants themselves would 
present to the group different principles for working togeth-
er that felt important for them. The group would then be 
able to add to or discuss any additional details.  
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The exercise was less repetitive than the researchers had 
anticipated, and as workshops progressed, exemplified the 
ownership that participants felt of the process.  New princi-
ples were added, and existing ones were adjusted or clari-
fied with nearly every iteration.  At the beginning of the final 
workshop, for example, one participant had new reflections 
and disagreed about the importance of one of the ways of 
working which had previously governed the group  dynamic. 
He questioned whether it was necessary to be stipulating 
‘safe expression’, given that there was no threat of physical 
violence within the group.  Rather than the facilitators jump-
ing in to explain what ‘safety’ meant in this context, a number 
of participants expressed their own previous life  experiences 
of not feeling able to speak up in group settings because of 
gender and age dynamics, with other participants adding 
details for clarification.  The resolution of this issue by the 
group – rather than by the facilitator – is one small example 
of the ways in which the process enabled participants to set 
boundaries and respond to their needs for expression. 

Phase 1: Participatory food systems mapping 
and definition of research questions
“I loved the alchemy of the chaos - in the beginning it 
seemed chaotic, but then things started to emerge.” (Farm-
er, England)
Complex systems are very difficult to grasp due to their 
non-linear interactions and dynamism (Leach et al., 2010; 

Ericksen et al., 2010; Burns, 2015; Foran et al., 2014). Visualising 
a system through participatory mapping can enable partic-
ipants to see the ‘bigger picture’ and identify correlations, 
patterns, causalities and leverage points (Burns, 2012; Burns, 
2015; Burns and Worsley, 2015) that will serve as a foundation 
for building strategies for systemic change. In this method-
ological design the mapping process served five purposes:

 – Facilitating reflection
 – Generating new insights and perspectives
 – Creating systems (or ‘messy’) map(s) of the food system
 – Deriving distilled maps of specific issues within the food 

system
 – Determining researchable questions

The systems maps, to which we also refer as messy maps 
(Burns, 2015) due to their initial chaotic appearance, served 
as starting points of this inquiry as they formed the basis for 
discussion, reflection and the generation of new insights 
into food systems.  The mapping process was preceded by 
a session in which participants reflected on their own lived 
experiences of trying to work agroecologically, and what 
they understood agroecology to be when considered con-
sidering its relevance to the food system as a whole, explor-
ing the four dimensions of food systems (social, ecological, 
nutritional, economic) as guiding points.  During this process, 
they identified the factors which had impacted their reality. 
It was important that people focused on their own lives, so 
that the mapping was grounded in the participants’ actual 
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F I G U R E  2

Distilled map 'Economic profitability and environmental impact in the medium and long term' by Nicaraguan farmers
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experiences, rather than perceptions of others, which can be 
biased or limited.

Rather than an analytical tool, these categories of sus-
tainability were a heuristic device to reflect on what agro-
ecology meant to participants, to remind facilitators and 
participants of the multidimensional nature of food systems 
i.e. they span beyond production into distribution and con-
sumption and beyond agriculture to other domains such as 
social welfare, economic policy, and so on. It also served to 
highlight how factors that may be positive in one dimension 
may undermine sustainability in others. For instance, organ-
ic edible flower production (i.e. a niche product) may en  able 
farmers to achieve economic and ecological sustainabili-
ty but is unlikely to contribute to nutritional sustainability. 
These categories can be expanded or modified according to 
the needs of the panel, for example including categories like 
health more broadly, animal welfare, biodiversity, etc.

Upon completion of and reflection on the messy maps, 
participants identified common themes, or core issues that 
seemed to be integral to the issue of transitioning food sys-
tems.  In each country, the participants identified 3-6 sali-
ent topics.  These were explored further through, so-called 
distilled maps (Burns, 2015: 77 f) (Figure 2). Distilled maps 
allowed the deliberative panels to zoom in on particular 
issues and arti culate and perceive more clearly how factors 
relate to each other and what dynamics they cause.  From 
reflecting on the distilled maps, the groups identified issues 
that needed to be explored further. These then became the 
research questions for the group. 

What else do we need to know? Determining the research 
questions: The distilled maps served as the basis for deriving 
the research questions. Through the process of mapping and 
deliberating farmers identified and collectively agreed four 
to six areas of research that had the potential to yield relevant 
insights and understanding of how to move towards more 
sustainable food systems. Collaboratively participants and 
the researcher-facilitators turned the various lines of research 

into researchable questions and sub-questions which led to 
what we called ‘micro-research’ projects, small research pro-
jects that could be solved through a few days of inquiry. 

By participants setting the research agenda the pro-
ject sought to overcome a significant and often overlooked 
source of bias in research: the research questions that are 
asked and those not asked (Ioannidis, 2005; Greenhalgh and 
Russell, 2009).  This bias is strongest when research ques-
tions are formulated by ‘outsiders’ and not the people actu-
ally involved with and directly affected by the issue.  Table 1 
provides an overview of the research themes and questions 
developed through the project. 

Phase 2: Conducting collaborative research
The type of research that was employed for this second 
phase of the project was farmer-led collaborative research. 
The farmer panels posed the research questions above and 
commissioned the micro-research projects to their respec-
tive farmer organisations. These farmer organisations then 
carried out the research as a result of the interaction of 
in-house technical officers, and research consultants linked 
to the agroecology movement in the case of England and 
Nicaragua. In the case of Senegal, the collaboration occurred 
with agrarian researchers from the Senegalese Institute 
for Agricultural Research (ISRA). The role of the Institute of 
Development Studies was to support the research process-
es and give guidance to collaborating partners in terms of 
approaches, methodologies and analysis. This approach 
aimed to enable grassroots organisations to develop their 
capabilities to engage in research processes.  There are, how-
ever, trade-offs between choosing farmer-led collaborative 
research and strictly defined action-research, in which farm-
ers conduct the research themselves. The further removed 
from the farmers the research is, the less likely it will yield 
knowledge relevant to them. On the other hand, areas of 
interest may fall outside the usual area of experience of farm-
ers e.g. trade agreements and policies around subsidies, and 
thus research conducted by a trained researcher can be a 

T A B L E  1
Research themes or questions

Country Research themes 

Nicaragua • Markets and their politics 

• Management of water and forest resources 

• Comparison of agroecological and conventional approaches 

• Land access and land tenure 

• Youth in agriculture 

• Public awareness about agroecological products, health and nutrition

Senegal • What is the existing knowledge of agroecology within our communities? 

• How can existing diversification be best utilised to support improved nutrition?

• How can we increase access to agroecological production inputs?

• What are the capacities of existing agroecology organisations to promote agroecology?

England • What can promote increased access to land for agroecological farmers? 

• How can we ensure the contribution of agroecological farmers is valued appropriately? 

• How do and to what extent do subsidies affect the cost of food?

• What has led to the development of sustainable local food strategies, and what have these entailed?
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useful contribution to the process. There is potential to com-
bine both approaches, research conducted by farmers and 
collaborative research with relevant researchers, aiming to 
maintain the balance between action-relevance or results 
and adequate scope of expertise.

Most of the research conducted was a result of second-
ary data analysis and key stakeholder interviews and focus 
groups. Only in the case of Senegal was primary research con-
ducted. For the purpose of food system analysis for action, a 
significant amount of information was available (academic 
and grey literature, key informants interviews, etc.): the role 
of the researchers was to ‘ground’ and translate that research 
for the requirements of the farmer panels, rather than con-
ducting new research. 

Phase 3: Deliberation
Following the completion of research projects, a series of 
deliberations were held in each of the respective localities.  
First, panel or jury members reminded themselves of the 
research questions and were presented with the research 
findings.  This was through a combination of written sum-
maries and oral presentations.  Then, up to four witnesses 
presented their views about the research topic to the farm-
ers to spark a discussion. Witnesses were key informants 
(researchers, activists or practitioners) whose expertise and 
insights would spark productive debate. Presenters were 
urged to use a range of techniques for sharing their opin-
ions, in order to ensure their content was accessible to all 
participants.  After presenting, they left the room, and the 
farmers reflected individually and discussed in pairs. They 
then individually identified what questions they had for the 
witness. The witness was then brought back into the room 
for questioning and comments by the farmer panels.  Having 
participants reflect and identify their questions individually 
and in pairs helped to prevent quicker thinkers or more con-
fident partici pants from dominating the group deliberations. 
The talking playing field was also levelled through some use 
of  ‘stacking,’ a facilitation tool used to establish turns and 
enable everyone to speak, along with flexibility to allow for 
dynamic interactions (Kaner et al., 2014).  After questions and 
comments were fielded, the floor was open to general dis-
cussion and deliberation, with witnesses and farmers inter-
acting as equals in the discussions.  

The deliberations did not necessarily need to lead to con-
clusions or to consensus.  While consensus was reached on 
many occasions, at times what was most important was the 
surfacing of disagreements and tensions that were other-
wise unrecognised.  Given the plurality of the agroecologi-
cal movement, explicitly recognising these differences was 
arguably as valuable as finding agreements and clarity.  In 
the spirit of action research, it is hoped that these areas of 
ambiguity might be further explored through future itera-
tions of questioning, inquiring and reflecting, individually or 
collectively.

Following these discussions, the witnesses left the room 
and farmers revisited the distilled maps, reflecting on what 
was missing or what needed editing in their maps, as well 
as what was needed as a next step to change or overcome a 

particular challenge.  Another round of reflection and delib-
eration ensued to identify potential strategies and next 
steps.  This process focused on what might lead to ‘tipping 
points’ or changes in key dynamics or path dependencies of 
the system (Burns and Worsley, 2015).  Strategies were then 
ranked in terms of feasibility, impact and passion for action, 
and a short-list of strategies was collectively decided. For 
each strategy, change agents were identified for outreach 
and invited to a ‘change agent’ workshop (see Phase 4). 
Some highlights of the research results- including insights 
from the deliberative process

It is outside the scope of this article to describe in full the 
research results of 12 micro-research projects  conducted by 
local researchers and the added insights provided by the 
deliberative workshops, as our main goal here is to showcase 
the methodology. That said, it is useful to offer some high-
lights in terms of content to understand the relevance of the 
activities described.

In Nicaragua, the research highlighted the lack of price 
differentiation for agroecological or even organic products, 
an exposure to fluctuating and low-return global markets 
through free-trade agreements and a policy bias toward 
large-scale plantation farmers. Positive experiences were 
collected of farmers’ market promotion and the benefits of 
producer and buyer cooperatives.  A similar bias in favour of 
plantation farming occurred in terms of the uneven imple-
mentation of an otherwise progressive environmental leg-
islation. In terms of agroecological production, the econom-
ic environment pushed small-scale farmers to short-term 
risk mitigation for survival that side-lined other priorities, 
such as the long-term soil health and fertility. This lack of 
 profitability, coupled with patriarchal decision-making 
dynamics in the household, makes agriculture unappealing 
to young people. Land is progressively being concentrated in 
the hands of wealthy producers, shifting towards cattle and 
monoculture production of cane, palm and other cash crops, 
whilst landlessness increases. Consumers play a role in the 
lack of price differentiation of agroecological production, as 
they are less aware of the different benefits of food produced 
 agroecologically.

In Senegal, the primary research showed diverse under-
standings and practices of agroecology in Casamance, and 
the coexistence of conventional and agroecological tech-
niques. It also identified preferred methods of commu-
nication of agroecological techniques, not only through 
engaging with farmers (radio, traditional oral communi-
cation, demonstration plots, etc.), but also encouraging 
 system-wide alliances beyond production, such as engaging 
with leadership of farmer groups, and owners of canteens 
and restaurants, so as to encourage them to source agroe-
cological produce. Another micro-project established the 
linkages between agroecological produce, dietary diver-
sity and improved nutritional outcomes. Lastly, an analysis 
on the availability and affordability of inputs showed the 
impact of subsidies on farmers’ preference for agrochemical 
use, the unavailability of native seeds and the potential of 
 community organisation for agroecological input provision, 
e.g. seed banks.
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In England, the research focused on the market and subsidy 
systems that have enabled extreme land concentration, leav-
ing agroecological new entrants struggling to access land. 
Important drivers identified included financial investments 
in land, and planning policies. Potential avenues to enhance 
access were identified, from promoting tenancy opportu-
nities, to the implementation of a statutory land registry 
and reforming planning policy.  In relation to markets, the 
research evaluated critically and comparatively the different 
schemes to incorporate other forms of value into the cost of 
food such as triple cost accounting (environmental, social 
and economic costs), or true cost accounting and how they 
could be helpful in the promotion of agroecology. The litera-
ture review on subsidies highlighted the contradictions in the 
subsidy regime and the bias towards grains and food manu-
facturing and showed the myriad of factors that drive prices 
and the difficulty of attribution. Lastly, the research identi-
fied the factors that contributed to the development of local 
sustainable food strategies: mobilisation and  commitment 
of different public (local councils, NHS bodies, educational 
institutions and housing associations), private (local farmers, 
traders, retailers and caterers) and coordinating local associ-
ations, NGOs or community interest companies.

Phase 4: Strategy and Alliance building
A defining characteristic of Action Research is its orientation 
towards transformational action, not only to understand 
social phenomena, but, unlike conventional social science, 
to generate knowledge in order to effect a desired change 
(Bradbury, 2010). Through deliberation and several cycles 
of action and reflection, the previous phases of the project 
facili tated the formation of a body of new and refined knowl-
edge that the farmers put into action as they identified key 
stakeholders (‘change agents’) in the food system who could 
be potential ‘allies’ in pursuing strategies for moving towards 
more sustainable food systems. Change agents, which are 
indispensable actors in any process where change is pur-
sued, can be individuals or organisations (Rothwell and Sul-
livan, 2005) which have the capacity and position to induce 
change and to effectively interact with the gatekeepers 
responsible for maintaining the actual structures (Wielinga 
et al., 2008; Argyris and Schön, 1996). These change agents 
were invited as participants to the ‘change agents’ work-
shop’. The ‘change agents workshop’ was a significant step 
in the project in which participants, based on their new 
understandings and self-assurance (Bergold and Thomas, 
2012: 13), assumed agency and carried action beyond their 
group to involve stakeholders on multiple levels. Linking the 
research to the broader debate serves as a catalyst for induc-
ing desired change. 

The ‘change agents’ workshop’: Between 10 to 20 change 
agents or ‘allies’ per country were invited to partake in 2-day 
‘change agent’ workshops. As opposed to conventional 
stakeholder engagement, the identification and selection 
of change agents was undertaken by the farmer panels fol-
lowing on from the preceding phases of collaborate analy-
sis and deliberation. They ranged from representatives of 

 agricultural ministries, ethical bankers, nutritionists, plan-
ning commissioners, radio stations (in Nicaragua) and tra-
ditional oral narrators (in Senegal), only to name a few. The 
objective was to forge alliances and build actionable strate-
gies with key actors who were in a position to influence driv-
ing factors in the favour of more sustainable food systems. 

In the sessions of these workshops, the farmers  presented 
to the enlarged group of farmers and change agents on the 
various topics which had emerged as priorities in the deliber-
ative workshop, explaining the problems as well as the find-
ings from the research and the conclusions from the deliber-
ations. Following this, a facilitated deliberation was opened 
for the entire farmers’ panels and the invited change agents, 
to include everybody’s contributions. At the end of each 
day farmers and change agents agreed on concrete action 
points, the responsible person or organisation to carry it out 
and a realistic time frame to complete them. 

In all three countries, the change agents’ events denoted 
a constructive phase in which farmers harnessed their new-
ly gained understandings and self-confidence to step out of 
their circle and engage key actors of the wider food system.  
The positionality of the farmers in the centre of the  project – 
presenting their research and deliberation findings and their 
draft strategies – possibly gave them additional  credibility 
with the invited change agents. Local researchers and par-
ticipants involved, more used to conventional research, 
were surprised on the shifts of power-relations away from 
top-down, ‘expert’ led processes. For example, a researcher 
and community organiser in Nicaragua reported: "Until now 
I have not seen in my work in this country a process in which 
campesinos (peasants or farmers) themselves do the discus-
sions and analysis of their food systems."

This direct collaboration with change agents has laid 
the ground for expanding and intensifying the farmers’ net-
works and building actionable strategies to transition to 
more sustainable food systems. 

Phase 5 Global summit
The action research was not designed to be comparable 
across countries, but rather to adapt to the context-specific 
needs of each locality. However, a global summit was organ-
ised to gather some lessons that could be learned across 
countries and to promote exchange of experiences and  ideas 
between the deliberative panels. Through the 3-day partici-
patory workshop, farmers from each country presented key 
insights from the participatory analysis of their country’s 
food systems and their strategies and alliances for action. 
Participants then compared between the different country 
experiences. The key issues which were common to all three 
countries -although unfolding in different ways due to differ-
ent ecologies and political economies- were access to land, 
markets and trade, communication and awareness-raising, 
and forming alliances.  An insight of significant impact for 
farmers across the three countries was the difficulty of access 
to land in England, particularly the inability for many farm-
ers to live on their farms. The struggles faced by farmers in 
England appeared to turn on its head the typical narrative of 
‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries.
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Outcomes 
Whilst this project could not possibly redress the lack of sus-
tainability and of food systems in Nicaragua, Senegal and 
England, it did generate some localised impact, both in terms 
of kick-starting initiatives that promoted agroecology and 
highlighting the avenues for change, as well as countering 
top-down power relations in food system research and the 
position of farmers in the production of knowledge.  High-
lights of strategies are presented here, though these have 
not yet been evaluated for their ability to effect systemic 
change, in part due to the timescale of the initiatives. Per-
haps most importantly has been the sense of empowerment 
reported by the farmer participants. One farmer in Senegal, 
for example, stated, "It was the first time I experienced a pro-
ject like this, [a project] that changed the community."

One of several examples of actions from Senegal is the 
cooperation with a nutritionist, a cookery school and desig-
nated local restaurants. With them the farmers worked out a 
plan where the nutritionist would teach farmers, restaurant 
owners and youth that attend a cookery school the nutri-
tional and taste value of agroecological food. In the  cookery 
school students would learn to prepare nutritious meals 
from agroecological produce and cater to designated restau-
rants. This has the potential to reach a large number of peo-
ple and the entire process is embedded in awareness-rais-
ing as a method to promote agroecology effectively. A new 
 network of agroecological farmers across the  Casamance 
region of Senegal was created, to share experiences in agro-
ecological production.

In England, farmers were able to form and strengthen alli-
ances with key stakeholders for policy changes. Among them 
two ethical investment banks that provide funding for sus-
tainable agriculture and representatives of planning bodies 
that are instrumental in the interpretation of planning policy 
and its revision. Farmers were also well- positioned to feed 
into agricultural policy making opportunities which arose 
from Brexit, and fed into government consultations, met with 
parliamentary members and developed and strengthened 
policy and advocacy materials.  

In Nicaragua, farmers participated in the First National 
Agroecological Forum that was hosted by UNAG , the Nic-
araguan National Union of Farmers, to promote agroecolo-
gy in Nicaragua. In this forum, which also included a strat-
egy-building-section, the farmers shared their experiences 
and research findings with key stakeholders in agroecolo-
gy and government. Artists contributed to help spread the 
message, and farmers had the opportunity to share their 
experiences on radio and TV. The research pointed to a high 
potential for systemic change when initiated at the local and 
municipal level, and members from the farmers jury have 
been speaking to community radios to communicate the key 
messages emerging from the action research.

4 Conclusion

The project ‘Transitions to agroecological food systems’ 
applied a methodological approach that combines  systemic 
and PAR supported by a strong deliberative component. 
Especially tailored to analyse food systems and contribute 
to systemic change, this methodology additionally draws 
on values of agroecology and food sovereignty: enabling 
 participatory processes that emphasise context-specificity 
and actively involve those in the research who are directly 
concerned by an issue, and not leaving it to outside experts. 
This methodology draws from the commitment of both 
 participatory and agroecological approaches to realising just 
futures and reshaping asymmetric power relations (Méndez 
et al., 2013) to enable systemic change. Where this metho-
dology distinguishes itself from other participatory research 
approaches is the explicit focus on the multiple dimensions 
of food systems in an integrative way. This was achieved 
through a deliberative process and by involving various 
stakeholders across multiple levels of the food system for 
each of the three countries.. 

The expectation of deploying this methodological 
approach was that it would facilitate the emergence of new 
knowledge, enabling farmers to adjust their views, develop 
new perspectives and, it follows, new strategies for change 
(Gaventa and Cornwall, 2006). Farmers gave account of how 
being involved in the research process, being able to build 
on their own knowledge and creating the content them-
selves based on their lived realities was not only satisfying 
but increased the relevance of the research outcomes for 
their own lives. They also gained a sense of ownership over 
the process. Farmers’ knowledge was recognised and val-
ued, yet their perspectives were also challenged through 
engagements with other farmers, witnesses, change agents 
and research findings. This facilitated a process in which 
 participants could develop new ideas and new ways of fram-
ings both problems and solutions. In Senegal, for exam-
ple, farmers realised that agroecological knowledge and 
practices are part of their cultural heritage – even though 
some farmers did not know the term agroecology before – 
and determined that agroecology represents a strategy to 
oppose neo-colonialism .

The participatory methodology facilitated an empower-
ing process that enabled farmers to feel more confident to 
assume agency beyond their immediate circle and partici-
pate in new spaces: for example, when they identified and 
involved key stakeholders for the ‘change agents  workshop,’ 
or when Nicaraguan farmers presented their cause on nation-
al radio and in the First National Forum of  Agroecology. This 
resulted in the expansion of their networks within the agro-
ecological movement, and with other stakeholders in the 
food system. The use of participatory and inclusive meth-
ods played a valuable role in the capacity building of farm-
ers and local research partners. Farmers gave account of how 
through the participatory workshops they had appropriat-
ed the way of organising and structuring their thoughts and 
how to express them; skills they started to use in other are-
as of their lives as well. Through engaging and building the 
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skills and capacities of local facilitators and researchers it is 
hoped that capabilities will remain with the communities 
and benefit them beyond the project duration.

The methodological framework and description of the 
process presented in this paper demonstrates how  different 
members of the action research family – participatory and 
systemic action research - can be creatively integrated to 
meet context-specific requirements and produce  relevant 
and actionable knowledge and strategies. While rigorous 
evaluation of the efficacy of strategies actioned has not 
 taken place, evidence about the empowerment and  capacity 
development effects of the project suggest that the method-
ology is relevant and effective for research efforts endeav-
ouring to contribute to transitions to agroecological food 
systems. It also appears to be adaptable for a multitude of 
topics that are complex and require systemic change through 
the involvement of various stakeholders across the system, 
including those whose voices are typically  marginalised.
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