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Abstract
Transformative research is crucial for orienting, scaling, and accelerating just sustainability transitions (JUSTRAs), which 
have become a growing priority in sustainability science and policy. This paper addresses the challenge of organizing 
productive transformative research initiatives by adapting Elinor Ostrom’s Core Design Principles (CDPs) for organizing 
sustainable collective action. We present a modular framework that illustrates how the CDPs can be applied in the context of 
transformative research initiatives to support JUSTRAs. In particular, we argue that CDPs can function as boundary objects, 
fostering productive dialog between different perspectives. This framework offers both theoretical contributions to the field 
and practical guidance for researchers and practitioners engaged in transformative research initiatives on the ground. By 
bridging theory and practice, our work aims to make research efforts driving JUSTRAs more productive.
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Introduction

Transformative research is a growing research movement 
that is gaining prominence in both sustainability science 
and policy (Horcea-Milcu et al. 2024; Schneidewind et al. 
2016; Wittmayer et al. 2021) as an essential lever for advanc-
ing just sustainability transitions (JUSTRAs; Avelino et al. 
2024; European Environment Agency 2024). Despite its 
importance, organizing productive1 transformative research 
initiatives (TRIs) remains a significant challenge. While 
existing literature has made significant strides in developing 
recommendations for conducting TRIs (e.g., Caniglia et al. 
2023; Fazey et al. 2018; Hölscher et al. 2021; Scholz et al. 
2024; Wittmayer et al. 2024), the literature also continues to 
highlight the complexity of TRIs and the challenges associ-
ated with implementing them in practice (see, for example, 
Caniglia et al. 2023; Hölscher et al. 2021; Horcea-Milcu 
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1  We use the term productive here in the general sense of “effective 
in bringing about” or “having the quality or power of producing” 
(Merriam-Webster, 2025) to emphasize the ambition of our work to 
help anticipate and reduce unproductive friction when organizing 
TRIs. We recognize that friction is inevitable in transformative work, 
and we are not suggesting that consensus is always possible or even 
desirable. Rather, our framework is designed to help transformative 
researchers: (1) foster constructive tensions that drive progress toward 
shared goals, and (2) more effectively anticipate and manage unpro-
ductive conflicts that impede progress.
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et al. 2024; Kump et al. 2023; Wijsman and Berbés-Blázquez 
2022; Wittmayer et al. 2024).

We argue that the persistence of these practical challenges 
stems, at least in part, from the essentially contested nature 
(Gallie 1956) of the concepts of justice and sustainability 
and the diverse perspectives and needs of those involved in 
and affected by JUSTRAs (Schlaile et al. 2017). The inherent 
tension between justice and sustainability ideals (Ciplet and 
Harrison 2020) and the complex interplay of various actors 
with sometimes seemingly irreconcilable interests (Patterson 
et al. 2024) create a complex and unique environment that 
is inherently rich in potential and fraught with obstacles. 
Therefore, rather than expecting to find clear, ready-made 
answers about how to organize productive TRIs, we should 
strive to develop and support more reflexive practices for 
navigating TRIs (see Caniglia et al. 2023; Kaljonen et al. 
2024; Lazurko et al. 2025; Wittmayer et al. 2024).

Our work contributes to this goal by adapting Elinor 
Ostrom’s evidence-based Core Design Principles (CDPs) 
for organizing sustainable collective action (Ostrom 2010; 
Wilson et al. 2013) to the context of TRIs. We propose that 
the CDPs can serve as a modular framework for organizing 
(practical knowledge about) TRIs.2 In particular, we argue 
that the CDPs can be used as a holistic but manageable set of 
boundary objects (Star 2010; Star and Griesemer 1989) that 
a wide range of stakeholders in TRIs can work productively 
with, even if they disagree about the goals of a TRI or some of 
the actions to be taken (e.g., Franco-Torres et al. 2020; Jans-
sen et al. 2023; Steger et al. 2018). In this sense, the CDPs are 
not and can never be a panacea for organizing “successful” 
TRIs. Rather, they should be seen as robust reference points 
that can help transformative researchers and their partners bet-
ter navigate the complexities of organizing productive TRIs.

We present a modular framework that operationalizes the 
CDPs in the context of TRIs. For each CDP, our framework 
provides key planning and assessment questions, identifies 
potential sources of tensions, suggests guiding questions for 
reflexive practice, and offers examples of useful tools and 
resources. The framework is modular in the sense that both 
the content for each CDP and the list of principles itself 
should be adapted to specific TRI contexts and refined over 
time. This set of considerations helps those involved in 
organizing TRIs orient themselves, as well as connect and 
bridge diverse parties in specific settings, creating a founda-
tion for more productive TRIs.

Our findings extend existing knowledge in several ways. On 
the theoretical side, we contribute to the field of sustainability 
science by providing a novel application of Ostrom’s CDPs in 
the context of TRIs, thus strengthening the bridge between col-
lective action theory and sustainability science. On the practical 
side, we provide a modular framework for organizing TRIs that 
can support the orientation, planning, and reflection of trans-
formative researchers and practitioners.

By bridging theory and practice, our work aims to make 
TRIs more productive and is, thus, particularly valuable 
for actors managing or engaging in such initiatives. It also 
seeks to benefit those at the margins of TRIs by advocating 
for more reflexive research practices and, in particular, co-
creative processes that broaden the range of participants and 
viewpoints included in TRIs and ideally involve all those 
affected by them. Our framework also provides helpful 
directions for context-sensitive evaluations of TRIs. This 
aspect may be of particular interest to science funders and 
policymakers, as it provides a basis for assessing the poten-
tial and progress of TRIs.

Theoretical background and related work

Transformative research

There is a growing recognition that traditional research 
approaches may be insufficient for catalyzing the profound 
societal changes needed to address the persistent global 
problems we face. This realization has given rise to trans-
formative research, an emerging research orientation that 
aims to bridge the gap between knowledge production 
and societal transformation (Hölscher et al. 2021; Horcea-
Milcu et al. 2024; Schneidewind et al. 2016; Wittmayer 
et al. 2021).3 As such, transformative research goes beyond 
merely describing or analyzing problems and strives to 
directly engage in change processes to co-produce more just 
and sustainable ways of working, living, and being (Horcea-
Milcu et al. 2024). The transformative research orientation 
closely aligns with and extends the goals of sustainability 
science, which aims to generate actionable knowledge to 
address complex socio-ecological challenges (Kates et al. 
2001), with an explicit focus on action.

At its core, transformative research is generally character-
ized by several key features (cf. Horcea-Milcu et al. 2024; 

2  We use the term framework here in the sense of a basic conceptual 
structure that can help us organize our thinking in relation to a par-
ticular situation (see Ison 2017). In our framework, the CDPs serve 
two functions simultaneously. First, the content of each CDP suggests 
a key concern that transformative researchers should consider when 
(co-)designing and (co-)organizing TRIs. Second, the set of CDPs 
can serve as an organizing framework for additional insights, meth-
ods, techniques, and tools (i.e., practical knowledge) that can be help-
ful in organizing TRIs.

3  We refer to transformative research as a research orientation to 
emphasize that we do not consider transformative research to be a 
specific research method. Rather, we use it as an umbrella term for all 
research that seeks to actively participate in just sustainability transi-
tions (see Wittmayer et al. 2021). In particular, we point to Wittmayer 
et al. (2021) for a succinct discussion of the research traditions trans-
formative research draws on (e.g., mode-2 knowledge production, 
post-normal science, transdisciplinarity, phronetic social science, par-
ticipatory action research, and knowledge co-production).
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Schneidewind et al. 2016; Wittmayer et al. 2021). First, it 
adopts a systemic perspective, recognizing the intercon-
nected nature of societal and environmental issues and our 
own entanglement (as researchers) with them (Fazey et al. 
2018; Ison 2017). Second, it embraces transdisciplinarity 
(Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2008), integrating knowledge from 
various academic disciplines and non-academic actors 
(Scholz et al. 2024). Third, it is inherently normative and 
explicitly oriented toward sustainability and social justice 
(Avelino et al. 2024). Fourth, it is iterative, emphasizing 
collaborative processes of co-creation that involve diverse 
actors in the research process (Caniglia et al. 2023) and seek 
to increase the reflexivity (van Mierlo et al. 2010) of these 
participants over time.

The goals and outcomes of transformative research extend 
beyond traditional academic outputs. While it still aims to 
produce rigorous scientific knowledge, it also seeks to co-
create transformative action by (i) building capacity among 
relevant parties for systemic thinking and collaborative 
problem-solving; (ii) catalyzing social learning processes 
that can lead to shifts in values, beliefs, and behaviors; and 
(iii) fostering networks and partnerships that can sustain 
the long-term change efforts needed to address persistent 
societal challenges (cf. Hölscher et al. 2021; Horcea-Milcu 
et al. 2024; Schneidewind et al. 2016; Scholz et al. 2024; 
Wittmayer et al. 2021).

Transformative research is particularly relevant in the 
context of sustainability science because it addresses the 
need for knowledge that can guide societal transformations 
toward more just and sustainable futures (Horcea-Milcu 
et al. 2024; Kates et al. 2001). It recognizes that the com-
plex, systemic nature of sustainability challenges requires 
new ways of co-creating and applying knowledge that can 
bridge the gap between science and society (Miller et al. 
2014; Schneidewind et al. 2016).

However, the implementation of TRIs remains very 
challenging. The field is still evolving, and there is ongo-
ing debate about good practices, methodologies, evaluation 
criteria, and ethical standards (e.g., Caniglia et al. 2023; 
Gugerell et al. 2023; Hoffmann et al. 2022; Hölscher et al. 
2021; Kump et al. 2023; Martiskainen and Sovacool 2021; 
Scholz et al. 2024; Stepanova et al. 2020; Wittmayer et al. 
2024). In particular, researchers face significant barriers 
when organizing TRIs, including power asymmetries (Fritz 
and Meinherz 2020; Horcea-Milcu et al. 2019), institutional 
constraints (Kump et al. 2023), and competing knowledge 
systems (Norström et al. 2020). Another key challenge is 
how to manage the complex and context-sensitive role of 
emotions in TRIs (Martiskainen and Sovacool 2021).4

While the literature has advanced in identifying these and 
other challenges, comprehensive frameworks for navigating 
them in practice remain limited (Caniglia et al. 2023). As 
Scoones et al. (2020) note, transformative research requires 
flexible approaches to organizing that can bridge diverse 
perspectives while maintaining scientific rigor. What is 
particularly needed is an integrative framework that pro-
vides general practical guidance while accommodating the 
context-specific nature of transformative work (cf. Loorbach 
et al. 2020; Pereira et al. 2020).

Just sustainability transitions

The concept of just sustainability transitions (JUSTRAs; 
Avelino et al. 2024) builds upon and combines different 
distinct streams of research, including sustainability transi-
tions (e.g., Grin et al. 2010; Köhler et al. 2019; Loorbach 
et al. 2017; Schlaile and Urmetzer 2019), environmental 
justice (e.g., Agyeman et al. 2016), or just transitions (e.g., 
Wang and Lo 2021). Some scholars argue that questions 
of justice are already included in the notion of sustainabil-
ity, considering its intra- and inter-generational nature and 
multi-scale dimensions encompassing ecological and socio-
economic aspects (e.g., following Renn et al. 2009, who 
argue for understanding sustainability as encompassing the 
three dimensions of systems integrity, justice, and quality of 
life). However, the (normative) complexities of sustainable 
development led to diverging discourses and fields, some of 
which overlook inequalities, intersectionality, or the poli-
tics of cost–benefit distribution, even if justice is, to some 
extent, already part of the Brundtland definition (WCED 
1987). Consequently, critics have emphasized the absence 
of attention to these issues (e.g., Agyeman et al. 2016; Hop-
wood et al. 2005; Kasemir 2003).

Against this backdrop, scholars increasingly engage with 
JUSTRAs in practical terms, working, among other things, 
on the tensions between different forms of justice within 

4  Emotions are known to influence collective learning and unlearn-
ing in sustainability (van Oers 2024), motivate or demotivate action 
(Ogunbode et al. 2023; Ojala 2023b), create and maintain group iden-
tity and purpose (Van Kleef and Fischer 2016), influence perceptions 

and ways of dealing with fairness (Hegtvedt and Parris 2014), and 
create and resolve conflict (e.g., Lindner 2006). Therefore, emotions 
can lead to disengagement, conflict, conflict resolution, or conflict 
avoidance, while also creating opportunities by fostering group con-
nection, motivating action, and strengthening shared purpose. The 
difficulty lies in the complex dynamics between emotions and modes 
of collaboration that defy simple cause-and-effect relationships. In 
addition, insufficient understanding of emotions and a lack of emo-
tional competencies can pose challenges for recognizing and engag-
ing with emotions in TRIs (see Grund and Holst 2023 on emotional 
competencies; Ojala 2023a on critical emotional awareness). Hence, 
we acknowledge that the work on emotions is relevant for organizing 
TRIs but, due to our article’s scope and the complexity of the rela-
tionship between emotions and change, we cannot adequately address 
this domain in the remainder of this article and must, therefore leave 
it as an avenue for future research.

Footnote 4 (continued)
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transition processes by examining justice issues in specific 
empirical contexts such as agriculture and food (e.g., Trib-
aldos and Kortetmäki 2022; Tschersich and Kok 2022), bio-
economy (e.g., Bastos Lima 2022; Ramcilovic-Suominen 
2023; Schlaile et al. 2024), energy (e.g., Sovacool et al. 
2016; Sovacool and Dworkin 2015), mobility (e.g., Hum-
berto 2023; Sheller 2018), or urban systems (e.g., Frantz-
eskaki et al. 2021).

Elinor Ostrom’s core design principles

The CDPs emerged from the work of Elinor Ostrom (2010, 
2015), who investigated whether self-organizing groups 
could use common-pool resources sustainably. Based on her 
original fieldwork, she identified eight design principles that 
synthesize the core factors that affect the likelihood of long-
term survival of self-organizing and resource-using groups 
(Ostrom 2010). Over the years, these design principles have 
been slightly adapted and reformulated based on evolution-
ary theory to become the CDPs, a general framework for 
organizing collective action that can be helpful to all groups 

across contexts (Wilson et al. 2013, 2020) and scales (Wil-
son et al. 2023). In particular, the CDPs systematically distill 
a basic, core set of considerations that are likely to affect 
cooperation within and between groups over the long term. 
As such, the CDPs provide a set of robust reference points 
that can be helpful in navigating potential organizational 
tensions, but they should not be seen as a panacea. Follow-
ing the CDPs is neither inherently necessary nor by itself 
sufficient for organizing successful collective action. Wilson 
et al. (2013), for example, explicitly highlight the possibility 
that additional context-sensitive auxiliary design principles 
(ADPs) may be useful or even necessary for organizing pro-
ductive collective action.

The initial version of the CDPs as developed by Wilson 
et al. (2013) is summarized in Fig. 1. CDP 1 calls for clear 
group boundaries and purposes. CDPs 2–6 aim to create 
conditions that encourage cooperative behavior and discour-
age unhelpful ones. CDPs 7–8 make the framework inher-
ently multi-level by highlighting that the same principles can 
apply to interactions between groups (Wilson et al. 2023). 
Thus, the CDPs are by design scale-invariant, meaning that 

Fig. 1   Ostrom’s Core Design 
Principles based on Wilson 
et al. (2013). The different 
colors represent the different 
focal points of the CDPs. CDP 1 
focuses on scope and direction, 
CDPs 2–6 focus on mechanisms 
to secure within-group coopera-
tion, and CDPs 7–8 focus on 
between-group cooperation

1. Clearly defined boundaries
The identity of the group and the parameters of the shared endeavour should be clearly delineated
within each context.

2. Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs
In general, the more proportionality is established within groups, the stronger between-group selection
will be, relative to within-group selection.

3. Collective-choice arrangements
Consensus-oriented decision-making provides a safeguard against decisions imposed by some
members of the group at the expense of others.

4. Monitoring
Monitoring is an essential part of the arsenal of mechanisms that are required to keep within-group
selection under control.

5. Graduated sanctions
Group members are often able to impose significant costs on miscreants at low cost to themselves.
Given such power of the group over each member, gentle reminders can be extremely effective
coordination mechanisms.

6. Conflict resolution mechanisms
Fair conflict resolution mechanisms act as a safeguard against exploitation within groups.

7. Minimal recognition of rights to organize
Self-organizing groups need to be responsible for their own organization, which can pose a challenge
in modern large-scale societies.

8. Appropriate coordination among relevant groups�
In­multi-tier societies, selection occurs at multiple levels, which can be managed by applying the CDPs
1 - 6 not only to groups, but also recursively to the relationships between groups.
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they are generally applicable to groups of groups, which is 
what makes them particularly useful when considering com-
plex nested social phenomena such as sustainability transi-
tions (e.g., consider the work on the multi-level perspective; 
Geels 2011; see also Schlaile et al. 2022, 2023).

In practice, the CDPs function in both descriptive and 
prescriptive capacities, suggesting two modes of operational-
ization. In descriptive mode, they serve as diagnostic tools to 
assess the “cooperative climate” within and between groups, 
providing insights into existing governance structures and 
identifying potential issues in collaborative arrangements 
(Wilson et al. 2013, 2020). In prescriptive mode, they offer 
evidence-based guidance for planning, designing, and 
improving governance systems across diverse contexts (e.g., 
Baggio et al. 2016; Haryanto et al. 2022; Hayes et al. 2021; 
Robert et al. 2021).

The empirical foundation supporting the CDPs’ effective-
ness as a diagnostic tool is substantial and growing, with 
Cox et al. (2010) confirming their validity across 91 case 
studies of common-pool resource management, and Bag-
gio et al. (2016) demonstrating their configural nature in 
explaining success and failure in commons governance. 
Applications in prescriptive mode have extended beyond 
natural resource management to areas such as healthcare 
improvement (Robert et al. 2021), organizational develop-
ment (Hayes et al. 2021), education (Eirdosh and Hanisch 
2020), and systemic knowledge integration in transformative 
research (Gugerell et al. 2023), while critical scholarship 
has productively engaged with their perceived limitations 
regarding power dynamics (Mudliar and Koontz 2021) and 
cultural contexts (Singleton 2017).

Recent developments have further enhanced the CDPs’ 
applicability in prescriptive mode by integrating them with 
insights, methods, and tools from complementary fields 
such as contextual behavioral science (Hayes et al. 2021), 
cultural theory (Singleton 2017), sustainability transitions 
(Schlaile et al. 2022, 2023), and sociology (Gugerell et al. 
2023; Mudliar and Koontz 2021). These interdisciplinary 
approaches have enriched the CDPs’ operationalization 
across diverse contexts, creating more nuanced frameworks 
for addressing complex governance challenges. Particularly 
noteworthy is their compatibility with the perspective of 
cultural evolution (cf. Eirdosh and Hanisch 2020; Schlaile 
et al. 2022, 2023), where the CDPs provide a structure for 
enabling complex, polycentric arrangements for collective 
action that prevent relevant parties from acting at cross-pur-
poses and instead bring them together to function adaptively 
as a system (Wilson et al. 2023).

From this evolutionary perspective, JUSTRAs require 
the deliberate organization of multi-level processes of 
“system-level cultural evolution in which all three ingre-
dients—the target of selection, variation oriented around 
the target, and replication of best outcomes—are carefully 

managed [with the whole system in mind]” (Wilson et al. 
2023, p. 4). The CDPs can, thus, not only serve as a diag-
nostic framework, but also inform the design of govern-
ance systems that can evolve adaptively at multiple scales 
simultaneously.

Core design principles for just sustainability 
transitions

Our personal experience as sustainability researchers and 
teachers has made us keenly aware of the practical chal-
lenges that are associated with organizing TRIs for JUS-
TRAs. As existing research has begun to unpack and elabo-
rate on the complex and contested nature of this work, we 
have become more aware of the nuances and challenges 
involved, but we also often still feel overwhelmed by the 
scope of the task: How can we organize productive TRIs 
that engage with the multiple and diverse perspectives on 
JUSTRAs that we are bound to encounter in specific contexts 
to learn more about how to make progress toward more just 
and sustainable futures?

After careful reflection and in line with existing work on 
transformative research (e.g., Caniglia et al. 2023; Fazey et al. 
2018; Horcea-Milcu et al. 2024; Meadows 2002), our recom-
mended response is to put one’s head down, to stay humble, 
and to carefully identify and engage with the parties relevant 
to a particular initiative. Rather than putting our resources into 
developing grand theories of JUSTRAs, we should acknowl-
edge that justice, sustainability, and therefore also JUSTRAs 
are deeply socially embedded and essentially contested con-
cepts (Gallie 1956). Engagement with such concepts is, never 
minding our personal conceptions, destined to be centered on 
contextual negotiations as matters of concern and the involved 
or affected parties change. Thus, we should accept that we will 
never find a consensus understanding of justice and sustain-
ability in practice, or realize an uncontested JUSTRA. Some 
colleagues even argue that we should expect a state of discord 
to be the norm (Patterson et al. 2024).

Against this backdrop, the best we can do is to work 
toward organizing productive TRIs that consider justice 
and sustainability concerns to a degree that is (and reason-
ably can be) deemed appropriate by all relevant parties. 
This includes all involved parties but also those who are 
not directly involved but still affected by our activities (e.g., 
Ulrich 1994; Ulrich and Reynolds 2010).5

5  We want to emphasize here that not all relevant parties (e.g., chil-
dren, future humans, other  animals, ecosystems) may be able to 
express, represent, and defend their own needs and concerns in ways 
that are easily understood by us. This requires us to use our reason-
ing abilities to make sure that their needs and concerns are adequately 
addressed (see Gonzalez-Ricoy and Rey 2019; Thomsen et al. 2023).
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A key metaphor that we found useful for framing this per-
spective is the notion of “dancing with systems” as advanced 
by Donella Meadows (2002, p. 2):

The future can’t be predicted, but it can be envisioned 
and brought lovingly into being. Systems can’t be con-
trolled, but they can be designed and redesigned. We 
can’t surge forward with certainty into a world of no 
surprises, but we can expect surprises and learn from 
them and even profit from them. We can’t impose our 
will upon a system. We can listen to what the system 
tells us, and discover how its properties and our values 
can work together to bring forth something much bet-
ter than could ever be produced by our will alone. We 
can’t control systems or figure them out. But we can 
dance with them.

Building on this understanding, we propose the CDPs for 
JUSTRAs framework (see Fig. 2 for an overview and Table 1 
in the Appendix for the full version). This framework can 
be used to help individuals and groups nested within TRIs 
to collectively align their dance moves with each other in a 
way that makes productive transformative action more likely. 
As the name suggests, our framework extends and adapts the 
CDPs to the context of TRIs working toward JUSTRAs. In 

particular, since dancing with systems involves staying hum-
ble, listening to, and feeling the system (Meadows 2002), our 
framework focuses on highlighting key questions, potential 
sources of tension, and examples of tools and resources rele-
vant to JUSTRAs rather than providing ready-made answers.

The goal of the framework is to provide a set of robust 
reference points that can help transformative researchers 
and their partners better navigate the complex terrain of 
organizing TRIs. For this, we were inspired by and build 
on the assessment and planning questions for the CDPs by 
Atkins (2018), the justice-sustainability tensions identified 
by Ciplet and Harrison (2020), and the guiding questions for 
justice work in nature-based solutions by Wijsman and Ber-
bés-Blázquez (2022), among others. The result is a modular 
framework that can serve as a boundary object helpful for 
orienting an open-ended, critical, but constructive discourse 
among participants in TRIs (cf. Franco-Torres et al. 2020). 
Such use of the framework could be facilitated by trans-
formative researchers or other participants such as activists 
or local changemakers, who become part of a TRI.

Note that we have added a CDP 0 to the eight CDPs to 
emphasize that the starting point and end of the framework is 
to help create common ground among all involved parties so 
that transformative action can be productively co-created. To 

Fig. 2   Overview of the CDPs 
for JUSTRAs framework. The 
circle in the center outlines the 
structure of the content availa-
ble for each CDP and the arrows 
illustrate that this content can be 
used for iterative planning and 
reflection. The different colors 
associated with the CDPs in the 
outer ring represent their differ-
ent focal points. CDP 0 is the 
foundation upon which all other 
CDPs build and which they seek 
to maintain. CDP 1 focuses on 
the scope and direction of TRIs, 
CDPs 2–6 focus on mechanisms 
to secure within-group col-
laboration, and CDPs 7–8 focus 
on between-group collaboration. 
For more details regarding the 
content of the framework, refer 
to the full version of the frame-
work in Table 1
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stay with the “dancing with systems” metaphor: if we want 
to dance well together and have a good time, we need to find 
or prepare a dance floor with enough room to move, and 
also agree on the music we want to listen to. We have also 
reworded some of the CDPs to adapt them to the JUSTRA 
context. For example, we renamed CDP 6 from “conflict 
resolution mechanisms” to “constructive conflict manage-
ment” to emphasize that we see conflicts not simply as social 
issues to be resolved as quickly as possible, but as an inevi-
table and often valuable part of TRIs that can be managed 
strategically (see Cuppen 2018).

We offer this framework as a solid starting point for 
organizing productive TRIs. The strength of the framework 
is that it helps to get an overview of key challenges associ-
ated with organizing TRIs and to anticipate and construc-
tively manage tensions and conflicts. Importantly, these ten-
sions and conflicts are not inherently negative, they are also 
key to driving self-reflection, as well as constructive debate, 
innovation, and change (e.g., Cuppen 2018). Our framework 
encourages reflexive practice to manage these dynamics pro-
ductively. It also provides examples of potentially helpful 
tools and resources.

The modular nature of the framework allows for its 
adaptation to various contexts and scales. Transformative 
researchers and their partners should only use it as a start-
ing point, adding or modifying elements as needed for their 
specific needs and initiatives. In particular, the questions, 
sources of tension, and tools and resources associated with 
each CDP are not exhaustive but serve as prompts for deeper 
reflection and discussion among involved participants. Thus, 
in practice, the application of this framework involves an 
iterative process of planning, implementation, reflection, and 
adjustment, encouraging continuous learning and adapta-
tion. This approach recognizes that we cannot control com-
plex systems, but we can learn to dance with them (Mead-
ows 2002).

Illustration of the framework

To illustrate how the CDPs for JUSTRAs framework can 
be applied in practice, we draw inspiration from our own 
experiences and consider a hypothetical, ideal–typical TRI 
called the Dutch Protein Transition Initiative (DPTI), which 
focuses on the transformation of the agri-food system in the 
Netherlands. This 5-year transdisciplinary action research 
project aims to make the agri-food system and related con-
sumption patterns more sustainable and just by contributing 
to a shift toward diets with more plant-based proteins and 
fewer animal-based proteins. The DPTI involves collabora-
tion with various societal actors, including farmers, food 
producers, supermarket chain representatives, consumers, 
civil society organizations, and policymakers. The initia-
tive’s goals include co-producing actionable knowledge, 

fostering social learning, and designing and testing inter-
ventions to promote a just and sustainability-oriented protein 
transition. It is important to reiterate that the framework, 
including the key sources of tensions, guiding questions, and 
examples of tools and resources presented, is intended as a 
starting point for reflexive engagement by researchers and 
participants, not as a prescriptive blueprint.

CDP 0: Common ground for productive co‑creation of trans‑
formative action

The framework posits that establishing common ground for 
the co-creation of transformative action is a fundamental 
prerequisite for productive TRIs. For the DPTI, the initial 
members should recognize that, without a shared under-
standing of the complex situational context, a baseline of 
trust, and awareness of power relations, the diverse actors 
involved in the DPTI (e.g., livestock farmers, plant-based 
startups, and ethically motivated consumers) may strug-
gle to engage productively with each other and the topic. 
In particular, the decision of who will facilitate the crea-
tion of common ground and the debates around the other 
CDPs should be made deliberately since it will impact power 
dynamics (see also CDP 3). From the beginning, a key ques-
tion should be: ‘How do we create “the right amount” of 
common ground to support a productive co-creation of 
transformative action?’. The results of the ensuing activi-
ties could be assessed by investigating the extent to which 
those involved agree that there is sufficient common ground 
for productive co-creation of transformative action in this 
initiative.

In practical terms, this involves not aiming for universal 
consensus, which is often unrealistic (Patterson et al. 2024), 
but rather fostering a sufficiently shared understanding of 
different perspectives, terminologies (e.g., what constitutes 
a “just” protein transition for each group), and the overall 
situation of concern (e.g., using tools like the Social-Ecolog-
ical System (SES) Framework; McGinnis and Ostrom 2014) 
to enable productive engagement and navigate inevitable 
disagreements.

Several tensions could arise in this process. For example, 
mismatches in literacies (Norström et al. 2020) could cre-
ate communication barriers between academics, agricultural 
practitioners, or policymakers. Seemingly irreconcilable dif-
ferences in core values (Patterson et al. 2024), for example, 
between those who see animal husbandry as a legitimate 
livelihood and those who view it as fundamentally unethi-
cal, would need careful handling. There is also the practi-
cal question of the extent of common ground needed (Pat-
terson et al. 2024); for example, extensive deliberation and 
negotiation could stall action, yet insufficient groundwork 
could lead to superficial agreements that fail under pressure. 
Finally, TRI processes are vulnerable to capture by powerful 
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actors, such as large food corporations or well-funded lobby 
groups (de Geus 2025), potentially marginalizing less pow-
erful voices like small-scale farmers, underrepresented con-
sumer groups, or other animals beyond humans.

To navigate these complexities, DPTI members could 
draw on existing inter-disciplinary and transdisciplinary 
toolkits6 (e.g., Bammer 2015; Bammer et al. 2024) such as 
the td-net toolbox (Pohl and Wuelser 2019) to find relevant 
methods, techniques, and tools. For example, if they are 
considering the question: ‘Who do we need to work with to 
move toward JUSTRAs?’, they might find a tool like Net-
Map (Bosch et al. 2024) and engage in participatory influ-
ence network mapping to better understand the stakeholder 
dynamics surrounding the initiative. Building on the rich 
history of participatory action research (PAR; Cornish 
et al. 2023) and co-design approaches (Busse et al. 2023), 
they could then use co-design workshops with farmers, 
consumers and industry representatives to jointly develop 
a project-specific glossary of key terms, addressing the 
question: ‘What language do we use to communicate?’. In 
addition, participatory modeling approaches (e.g., Voinov 
et al. 2018) could be used to co-create a tentative conceptual 
framework for the DPTI. Recognizing the critical role of 
emotions in transformative learning (Grund et al. 2024) and 
JUSTRAs in general (Bogner et al. 2024), such efforts can 
be supported by trust-building techniques such as Calling 
the Circle (Baldwin 2009) and Art of Hosting (Quick and 
Sandfort 2014) to cultivate safer spaces for the expression 
of diverse viewpoints. Moreover, tools and practices for sup-
porting (self-)reflexivity such as the human-scale develop-
ment approach (Spiering and Barrera 2021) might be used 
to articulate and bridge between different needs and sustain-
ability visions within TRIs. To address capture, transpar-
ent agenda-setting and facilitation techniques that actively 
solicit and amplify marginalized voices (see CDP 3), as well 
as ongoing reflection on the state of common ground in the 
initiative (see CDP 4), would be essential.

CDP 1: Clear boundaries and shared sense of purpose

The framework suggests that TRIs should strive for suf-
ficiently clear boundaries and a shared sense of purpose 
among TRI participants. In general, this can be done by 
focusing on the question: ‘What situations of concern are 
we trying to change, why, with/for whom, and how?’. The 
goal is to co-develop a shared understanding of the scope 
and direction of the initiative. For the DPTI, this could result 

in a regional focus on reducing livestock farming in Noord-
Brabant.7 A potential DPTI mission statement could be: ‘Co-
creating pathways for a protein transition in Noord-Brabant 
that is healthy, ecologically sound, economically viable for 
producers, and more animal-friendly by 2040’. This mission 
could serve as a workable boundary object for collective 
action. To account for changing circumstances and diverg-
ing understandings, regular investigations could be carried 
out to assess the extent to which DTPI members (and other 
relevant parties) agree that the purpose and boundaries of 
the initiative are clearly defined and appropriate.

Defining clear boundaries around the DPTI and estab-
lishing a shared sense of purpose would likely encounter 
significant tensions. For example, there is an ever-present 
risk of marginalization (Fritz and Meinherz 2020) when 
considering questions such as ‘Who has a “stake” and is 
considered as part of planning activities?’. In particular, the 
perspectives of powerful industry players or vocal advocacy 
groups could overshadow the concerns of less organized 
stakeholders (e.g., migrant farmworkers or animals beyond 
humans, who are not actively seeking to influence the initia-
tive). In addition, agenda-setting processes are also likely to 
be influenced by highly contingent situational factors such 
as different levels of personal engagement of participants 
based on their resources, capacities, and motivations (Den-
rell 2012). Furthermore, from a socio-technical transitions 
perspective, interdependencies between multiple levels and 
systems of analysis (Geels 2011) pose a significant analytical 
challenge; for example, a regional focus on reducing live-
stock farming is connected to national nitrogen policies in 
the Netherlands, EU agricultural subsidies, and international 
feed markets. Finally, the time horizon for change would 
also likely be contested (Ciplet and Harrison 2020): schol-
ars might demand rapid shifts, while incumbent industries 
and farmers with long-term investments might advocate for 
slower, incremental changes.

Several practices and tools can be drawn upon to navi-
gate these complexities associated with boundary and pur-
pose delineation. For example, Critical Systems Heuristics 
(Ulrich and Reynolds 2010) can help to make boundary 
judgments explicit and contestable, and encourage regu-
lar reflection on ‘Whose values, voices, and interests may 
be marginalized?’. Participatory scenario planning (e.g., 
Galang et al. 2025) could be used to explore different tran-
sition pathways (Collini and Hausemer 2023), helping stake-
holders to visualize futures and negotiate a shared direction. 
Narrative and storytelling techniques (e.g., Guijt et al. 2022) 
can help stakeholders connect personal values to broader 

6  These toolkits tend to have a fairly broad focus, listing methods and 
tools that may be relevant to the implementation and assessment of 
all CDPs. To avoid repetition, we have included only a few examples 
of such toolkits as part of CDP 0.

7  We chose North Brabant as a hypothetical example here because it 
“is the most livestock-dense province in the Netherlands and the most 
livestock-dense region in Europe” (Talsma 2022).
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goals, fostering collective identity and action. Finally, the 
DPTI should recognize that negotiated boundaries and 
purposes are never static and, therefore, need to establish 
reflexive and adaptive monitoring mechanisms (see CDP 4) 
to revise them as new insights emerge.

CDP 2: Just distribution of costs and benefits and sustain‑
able use of resources

The framework emphasizes that TRIs should strive for a just 
distribution of costs and benefits and a sustainable use of 
resources in both (i) internal organization and (ii) socio-eco-
logical impact. For the DPTI, this could mean considering 
questions such as (i) ‘How do we secure a just distribution of 
costs and benefits and a sustainable use of resources in rela-
tion to our organizational activities as a TRI?’ and (ii) ‘How 
can we have a socio-ecological impact that is consistent with 
the ambitions of JUSTRA?’ (as a constraint for CDP 1). In 
terms of (i) the initiative’s own operational resources and 
members’ costs and benefits from participating, the assess-
ment question, ‘To what extent do DPTI members agree that 
the costs and benefits of this initiative are distributed fairly 
and resources are used sustainably?’ could guide ongoing 
reflection. In terms of (ii) the envisioned socio-ecological 
impact, CDP 2 calls for consideration of aspects such as: 
‘Who is affected by the current state of affairs and in what 
ways?’, ‘Who might bear additional burdens from proposed 
changes in the regional agri-food system?’, ‘Who might reap 
the benefits?’, and ‘Who makes decisions that affect the dis-
tribution of costs, benefits, and resources?’ (see CDP 3). 
Periodic reviews could be conducted to assess the extent to 
which participating members, but also other stakeholders 
which are likely to be affected by the initiative, agree that 
the costs and benefits of DPTI’s socio-ecological impacts are 
fairly distributed and that resources are now (or expected to 
be) used more sustainably.8

Significant tensions are likely to arise in both contexts 
(i and ii). Considering (i) the organization of the initia-
tive, resource constraints on participating members might 
require difficult choices about the intensity and duration of 
participation. In particular, unequal starting points (Avelino 
2017) could become a major issue: established meat and 
dairy industries have considerable resources and political 
influence compared to emerging plant-based enterprises, 
potentially skewing how costs, benefits, and risks are per-
ceived and allocated. In terms of (ii) the socio-ecological 
impact of the initiative, a primary source of tension could 

be its directionality: efforts focused on ecological sustain-
ability could conflict with a just distribution of resources 
if they disproportionately harm small-scale farmers (Ciplet 
and Harrison 2020), or if transition benefits accrue mainly 
to large corporations. In addition, an anthropocentric bias 
might lead to overlooking the “more-than-human” aspects, 
such as the welfare of farm animals or the intrinsic value 
of ecosystems, in cost–benefit calculations (Avelino et al. 
2024).

To navigate the tensions associated with (i) the organiza-
tion of the initiative, its members could decide to use partici-
patory budgeting processes (Shah 2007) for the allocation of 
project funds to enable a more equitable management of the 
initiative’s own resources. For example, resources might be 
used to co-design interventions for creating regional transi-
tion pathways that create new, equitable opportunities for 
all participants (see also Busse et al. 2023). Participatory 
approaches also seem promising for navigating tensions 
associated with the (ii) the socio-ecological impact of the 
initiative. For example, participatory impact assessments 
(Morris et al. 2011) or participatory mapping (Basupi et al. 
2017) of proposed intervention effects that explicitly inte-
grate concepts of multispecies justice (e.g., Celermajer et al. 
2021) could be useful.

CDP 3: Inclusive decision‑making

The framework advocates that TRIs should strive for inclu-
sive decision-making processes since this can contribute to 
enhancing the legitimacy, ownership, and quality of deci-
sions. For the DPTI, this might mean taking seriously the 
question: ‘How do we as a group make decisions in a way 
that includes those who need and want to be involved?’. This 
calls for moving beyond tokenistic participation to enabling 
genuine influence for relevant stakeholders (Arnstein 1969), 
including those who may not be able to express, represent, 
and defend their own needs and concerns in ways that are 
easily understood by us (see Gonzalez-Ricoy and Rey 2019; 
Thomsen et al. 2023). The current level of inclusiveness in 
decision-making could be assessed by monitoring the extent 
to which all DPTI members agree that they are meaningfully 
involved in decisions that affect them.

Several tensions challenge inclusive decision-making. 
For example, time pressure often conflicts with broad con-
sultation (e.g., Ciplet and Harrison 2020). Resource con-
straints, such as limited financial resources or facilitation 
expertise, can also be a challenge. The heterogeneous stand-
points within the protein transition debate (see CDPs 0–1) 
can complicate inclusive decision-making and call its value 
into question. Marginalization is also an ongoing concern in 
decision-making processes (e.g., Midgley and Rajagopalan 
2020). In multi-stakeholder groups, particularly agri-food 
systems, differences in perceived (change) agency can lead 

8  We acknowledge that all assessments have blind spots and can only 
offer an incomplete picture of how a TRI’s socio-ecological impact 
aligns with JUSTRA ambitions. Therefore, transparency and open-
ness to critique are essential to ensuring the emancipatory function of 
TRIs (see Ulrich 1994).
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to a diffusion of responsibility (e.g., Hector et al. 2025). This 
can result in the avoidance of potentially contentious deci-
sions or the persistence of misconceptions about who can 
and should be involved in decision-making processes.

To address such issues, it is critical to engage with 
questions such as: ‘How can we ensure that our JUSTRA 
ambitions are and remain meaningfully integrated into our 
decision-making practices and processes?’. One approach 
could be to acknowledge that full consensus is not always 
achievable or necessarily desirable (Patterson et al. 2024) 
and adopt consent-based decision-making. This approach 
focuses on making decisions that are “good enough for now 
and safe enough to try” (e.g., the Sociocracy principles; Rau 
and Koch-Gonzalez 2023). To confront marginalization, the 
initiative could draw on critical systems thinking methods 
and techniques (e.g., Midgley and Rajagopalan 2020; Ulrich 
and Reynolds 2010), or conduct yellow teaming exercises to 
anticipate stakeholders affected by the initiative (Consilience 
Papers 2024, pp. 93–94). Depending on the initiative’s size, 
a polycentric governance structure (Ostrom 2010) with a 
steering committee and empowered working groups could 
help to manage complexity. To manage power dynamics, 
frameworks such as Avelino’s (2017) POwer-IN-Transition 
can be employed to analyze and consciously work to rebal-
ance power dynamics in meetings and decision-making 
forums. If win–win arrangements remain elusive, the focus 
could shift to transparently negotiating trade-offs and seek-
ing procedurally fair outcomes that are “good enough” for 
now (partial political settlements; Patterson et al. 2024).

CDP 4: Monitoring of behaviors and goal attainment

The framework emphasizes the importance of creating trans-
parency through the monitoring of agreed-upon behaviors 
and progress toward shared goals. Taking CDP 4 seriously 
can foster accountability, enable adaptive management, and 
help to demonstrate a TRI’s socio-ecological impacts. For 
the DPTI, this could be done by establishing a dedicated 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) team. The monitoring 
efforts could be evaluated by investigating the extent to 
which initiative members and other relevant stakeholders, 
such as funding agencies, agree that there is appropriate 
transparency regarding behaviors, decisions, and progress 
toward shared goals.

In practice, implementing effective monitoring faces sev-
eral obstacles. First, monitoring behaviors depends on and 
influences social dynamics (e.g., Funder et al. 2013). For 
example, what constitutes “agreed-upon behavior” in the 
DPTI would be shaped by conflicting institutional logics 
(Thornton et al. 2015) and expectations. This can result in 
behaviors that are not consistently enacted or are enacted 
in unexpected ways, even when they are formally agreed 
upon. These deviations may not be openly addressed, as 

doing so can be uncomfortable or politically sensitive. At 
the extremes, monitoring may remain merely symbolic or 
too oppressive to avoid tension and conflict.

Monitoring goal attainment presents additional chal-
lenges. Goals in the DPTI will likely be established amid 
uncertainty in the initial stages of the initiative and may sub-
sequently be deemed unrealistic, misaligned, or conflicting 
with evolving priorities. Although the need for flexibility and 
learning suggests revisiting and potentially revising goals 
and mission statements, standardization pressures from 
external stakeholders, such as universities or funding agen-
cies, could prevent adaptation in practice (Kump et al. 2023). 
Furthermore, the long-term effects of the DPTI, whether 
intended or unintended, will take time to materialize. Pre-
mature conclusions or selective reporting could result from 
the short-term pressures of the five-year project.

Other overarching challenges include epistemological 
concerns, such as the tendency to favor easily quantifiable 
indicators when selecting what to monitor, and issues of 
legitimacy and trust when one group (e.g., academics) moni-
tors the behavior and goal attainment of another group (e.g., 
farmers) (Wittmayer et al. 2024). Furthermore, privacy con-
cerns may arise when personally identifiable information is 
collected (Schwartz and Solove 2011). Finally, technological 
dependencies for data collection may create vulnerabilities 
and exclude those with limited digital literacy (Zscheischler 
et al. 2022).

To navigate such obstacles, the M&E team could adopt a 
Participatory M&E framework (e.g., Rietbergen-McCracken 
and Narayan-Parker 1998) to collaboratively establish indi-
cators for the initiative’s economic, social, and environmen-
tal goals and co-design processes for collecting legitimate 
and trustworthy information. Reflexive Monitoring in Action 
(RMA; van Mierlo et al. 2010) is an additional framework 
that fosters ongoing learning and adaptation at a strategic 
level. Addressing technological dependencies could entail 
strengthening data literacy (Wolff et al. 2016) or explor-
ing low-tech approaches. Transparency could be promoted 
through dashboards or reports that make the results of M&E 
activities available as shared learning resources.

CDP 5: Appropriate feedback mechanisms

Building on the previous CDP, the framework highlights 
that TRIs should implement appropriate feedback mecha-
nisms that promote cooperation and social learning. These 
mechanisms are challenging to design because of the com-
plexity and multi-level nature of JUSTRAs. However, they 
are essential for realizing productive TRIs that can act as 
coherent adaptive systems and achieve desired outcomes 
(see Wilson et al. 2023). For the DPTI, a transdisciplinary 
integration team with the relevant expertise and mandate 
to facilitate and support social learning throughout the 
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initiative could perform this task (see Hoffmann et al. 2022). 
The effectiveness of the resulting feedback system could be 
assessed by examining the extent to which DPTI members or 
independent expert evaluators agree that effective feedback 
mechanisms are in place.

There are several inherent tensions in establishing ade-
quate feedback mechanisms. For example, the heterogeneous 
contexts of DPTI members may result in differences in how 
feedback can be effectively provided and received. Balanc-
ing incentives and sanctions is always delicate (Segerson 
2022). Although positive reinforcement is often preferred 
(Porteous et al. 2015), sanctions addressing uncooperative 
behavior may be necessary. However, sanctions can backfire 
(Ostrom 2015). The timing of feedback is also critical, espe-
cially when aligning short-term individual interests with the 
long-term collective interests or mission of the DPTI as a 
whole (Piñeiro et al. 2020).

In practice, the design of multi-level, timely feedback 
systems could draw on established concepts and frame-
works, such as Adaptive Co-Management (e.g., Armitage 
et al. 2010), Social Learning (e.g., Blackmore 2010; Keen 
et al. 2010), and Developmental Evaluation (Patton 2011). 
According to Ostrom’s (2015) work on graduated sanctions, 
any sanctions should be context-appropriate, mild initially, 
and applied fairly. To ensure constructive feedback, the ini-
tiative could decide to sponsor communication training as 
part of their inclusive decision-making process (see CDP 3), 
while considering budget constraints and resulting trade-offs 
(see CDP 2).

CDP 6: Constructive conflict management

The framework emphasizes that TRIs should establish 
procedures and mechanisms for constructively addressing 
conflicts and differences that will inevitably arise. Doing so 
creates an opportunity to transform conflict into an oppor-
tunity for greater understanding and innovation (see Cuppen 
2018). For the DPTI, this could mean prioritizing the culti-
vation of a culture of constructive conflict. Progress could 
be assessed by asking DPTI members and relevant external 
partners to rate the extent to which conflicts and differences 
are addressed constructively and respectfully.

However, constructive conflict management would face 
several key challenges. For example, there is a fundamen-
tal tension between inviting vs. avoiding conflict (see Cup-
pen 2018; Patterson et al. 2024). Some stakeholders may 
naturally view conflict as necessary for progress, while oth-
ers prefer to avoid confrontation. Cultivating a culture of 
constructive conflict that is comfortable for those with an 
avoiding orientation may be difficult and time-consuming. 
In addition, establishing processes and mechanisms that can 
appropriately handle the diversity of conflicts expected in 
JUSTRA contexts would be difficult. For the DPTI, conflicts 

could range from techno-economic disagreements about 
land use for protein crops to deep value-based clashes about 
animal and/or environmental ethics. Constructively manag-
ing such conflicts requires different strategies (Stepanova 
et al. 2020). Furthermore, the complex interdependencies 
within and across societal sectors, as well as over time, mean 
that conflicts in one area (e.g., between feed producers and 
livestock farmers) can have far-reaching ripple effects else-
where (Consilience Papers 2024; Majer et al. 2021). Finally, 
integrating formal and informal processes in a productive 
way will be key to successfully cultivating a culture of con-
structive conflict (Malgorzata Ali 2016).

Developing a culture that acknowledges and allows for 
discord and discomfort may involve establishing clear pro-
cedures for addressing grievances and transition pain (see 
Bogner et al. 2024). This could entail incorporating struc-
tured processes for negotiation (e.g., Fisher et al. 2011) and 
mediation (e.g., Moore 2014). The DPTI could nurture such 
a culture by investing in conflict transformation and capac-
ity-building approaches to address underlying structural 
issues (e.g., Lederach 2015); building participants’ skills in 
nonviolent communication (e.g., Rosenberg 2015); and help-
ing them develop a sustainability mindset (e.g., Rimanoczy 
2020) as well as awareness of and sensitivity to different 
worldviews (e.g., Schlaile et al. 2022).

CDP 7: Autonomy and authority to implement CDP 1–CDP 6

The framework explicitly recognizes the multi-level and 
polycentric nature of TRIs. It argues that groups of people 
tend to be able to work and collaborate very productively 
when they have sufficient autonomy and authority to manage 
their own affairs (see Laloux 2014; Rau and Koch-Gonzalez 
2023). This means they can manage agenda-setting, make 
decisions, allocate resources, and adapt strategies without 
undue external interference. For the DPTI, this means that 
the initiative as a whole must secure sufficient resources to 
establish operational autonomy. In addition, the govern-
ance arrangements should allow for polycentricity (Ostrom 
2010) and provide each group and team with an appropri-
ate amount of freedom to govern itself. The appropriate-
ness of the governance arrangements could be assessed by 
measuring the extent to which DPTI members agree that the 
initiative and its respective groups or teams have sufficient 
autonomy and authority to govern themselves productively.

The DPTI and its constituent groups and teams would 
face several tensions when seeking to secure their auton-
omy, especially given the temporary nature of such projects. 
Regime structures, such as incumbent industries, established 
policies, and institutional logics (e.g., those of funding bod-
ies), may impede the initiative’s efforts (see Kump et al. 
2023). Cross-border jurisdiction may also restrict the ini-
tiative’s range of action, as agri-food systems and their value 
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chains often transcend borders. Furthermore, the initiative 
will likely encounter resource constraints, as funding bodies 
tend to only provide limited and short-term funding com-
mitments. On the internal side, the DPTI faces a nested, 
multi-level principal-agent dilemma (Huffman and Just 
2000) of balancing autonomy demands and the legitimacy 
and accountability of resource use.

Strategies that could increase the initiative’s autonomy in 
the face of regime structures include building broad coali-
tions, engaging proactively in policy, and diversifying fund-
ing (see Kump et al. 2023; Scherer et al. 2013). Ideas from 
polycentric governance (Ostrom 2010) and self-organizing 
principles (Laloux 2014) can inform the initiative’s inter-
nal governance. To ensure the initiative’s legitimacy and 
accountability, it generally needs transparent processes, for-
mal reporting, and an advisory board.

CDP 8: Appropriate relations with external parties (consist‑
ent with the CDPs)

Finally, the framework emphasizes that TRIs should develop 
and maintain appropriate relationships with external parties 
that are consistent with the CDPs. For the DPTI, the protein 
transition is evident as a complex, system-wide transforma-
tion that cannot be addressed by individual actors or pro-
jects. It requires a TRI that unites diverse stakeholders to co-
create transformative action. A transition toward sustainable 
proteins, in particular, involves farmers, food companies, 
policymakers, scientists, and consumers. These groups oper-
ate at different levels, but they require coordination. In such 
complex transition contexts, fostering productive relation-
ships among these actors is key to achieving societal impact 
(see Collini and Hausemer 2023). The success of relation-
ship building can be assessed by examining the extent to 
which participating partners agree that their relationships 
with the initiative align with the CDPs.

Implementing nested, multi-level governance arrange-
ments in the DPTI presents various interrelated challenges. 
First, the TRI itself is complex, with ecological, economic, 
cultural, and political dimensions, making it difficult to 
define (see CDPs 0–1). In addition, blurry boundaries 
between “internal” and “external” actors may complicate 
coordination and role clarity (see CDPs 0–1). Power and 
resource asymmetries can further distort interactions, ena-
bling dominant actors to shape agendas while sidelining 
others (see CDPs 2–3 and 6). Vested interests may cause 
some stakeholders to resist transformative change, espe-
cially when existing systems serve their goals (see CDPs 
0–6). Additional friction is likely to arise from incompatible 
institutional logics, such as differences in timelines, account-
ability structures, or legal mandates (see CDP 7). Even when 
actors share broad goals, they may face conflicting opera-
tional constraints that hinder cooperation. Finally, ongoing 

tension between cooperation and competition—whether for 
funding, visibility, or influence—can undermine trust and 
limit genuine collaboration (see CDP 2).

Developing appropriate relationships with other par-
ties may require clear engagement protocols and tailored 
communication. Effective boundary work with designated 
processes for communication and coordination is critical 
(Andrews et al. 2024; Langley et al. 2019). Participating in 
multi-stakeholder networks (e.g., ITD-Alliance 2025; STRN, 
2025) supports learning and alliance building. Principled 
and competent communication strategies (e.g., Cooke et al. 
2017; Hoffmann et al. 2019; Stirling 2010) are essential 
to maintaining effective partnerships that align with JUS-
TRA values. Vigilance against co-optation and openness to 
constructive collaboration call for a reflexive approach that 
continually evaluates how relationships can be leveraged to 
support a TRI’s mission (de Geus 2025).

Adapting and extending the framework

The CDPs for JUSTRAs framework are designed as an 
adaptable guide. Its utility lies in its initial principles, related 
resources, and capacity to evolve with a TRI’s specific con-
text. We encourage TRI members to consider the key sources 
of tension and the guiding questions, as well as the tools and 
resources we have identified as starting points for critical 
reflection and adaptation. For example, in the DPTI case, 
general tensions such as “resource constraints” under CDP 2 
could manifest as a reliance on short-term funding or limited 
access to land for experiments. This would require a more 
nuanced investigation of the tensions, the development of 
more tailored guiding questions, and the identification of 
additional tools and resources that could help navigate these 
tensions.

Furthermore, the framework can be extended to include 
context-specific ADPs that emerge as salient due to unique 
challenges (Wilson et al. 2013). In the DPTI case, for exam-
ple, deeply rooted cultural attachments to dairy farming 
and traditional meat consumption may become significant. 
This could imply an ADP such as ‘ADP A: Foster cultur-
ally sensitive transition pathways’. Then TRI members could 
develop planning and assessment questions, such as ‘How 
to acknowledge cultural heritage while co-creating positive 
future food identities?’. They could also identify tensions, 
such as ‘Tradition vs. innovation in food culture’, formu-
late guiding questions, such as ‘What participatory methods 
bridge cultural food values?’, and compile useful tools and 
resources, such as cultural anthropology methods and arts-
based approaches.

Similarly, if exceptional advocacy skills are required to 
navigate the politicized landscape of Dutch agricultural 
policy, an ADP such as ‘ADP B: Cultivate strategic policy 
engagement and advocacy capabilities’ might be developed. 
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This iterative adaptation and extension allows the framework 
to become a living document that responds to the emerging 
realities of transformative research, enhancing its practical 
relevance. This adaptability underscores its role as a vehicle 
for scaffolding learning and reflexive action rather than as a 
prescriptive blueprint.

Discussion

This paper introduces a new framework for organizing TRIs, 
adapting Elinor Ostrom’s CDPs to the context of JUSTRAs. 
The framework makes theoretical contributions to sustain-
ability science and provides practical guidance for research-
ers and their partners involved in TRIs.

Theoretical contributions

The primary theoretical contribution of this work lies in 
its innovative application of Ostrom’s CDPs to the realm 
of transformative research for JUSTRAs. We enriched the 
CDPs by adding planning and assessment questions, poten-
tial sources of tension, guiding questions for reflexive prac-
tice, and examples of additional tools and resources. The 
resulting framework provides a robust set of reference points 
for navigating the challenges associated with organizing 
TRIs. It also strengthens the connection between collective 
action theory and sustainability science and offers a new 
perspective on how to manage the complexities of JUSTRAs 
in practice.

Our work contributes to the ongoing debate about how 
to navigate TRIs. These debates have centered on various 
approaches, such as guidance in the form of principles (e.g., 
Fazey et al. 2018; Wittmayer et al. 2021), reflexive questions 
based on philosophical considerations (e.g., Wijsman and 
Berbés-Blázquez 2022; Wittmayer et al. 2024), practices 
informed by virtue ethics and practical wisdom (e.g., Can-
iglia et al. 2023), and reflexive frameworks (e.g., Kaljonen 
et al. 2024). With our work, we follow in the footsteps of 
these colleagues by demonstrating a novel way to operation-
alize Ostrom’s well-grounded CDPs to organize practical 
knowledge and foster critical reflexivity in TRIs. In doing 
so, we respond to calls for approaches that support cultivat-
ing more reflexive, transformative research practices (see 
Kaljonen et al. 2024; Von Seggern et al. 2023; Wittmayer 
et al. 2024).

Our framework serves as a common reference point for 
integrating self-reflexive practices into TRIs. These prac-
tices include, but are not limited to, critical systems thinking 
(e.g., Midgley and Rajagopalan 2020; Ulrich and Reynolds 
2010), collective sensemaking (e.g., Guijt et al. 2022), and 
the human-scale development approach (e.g., Spiering and 
Barrera 2021). Moreover, it opens the door to approaches 

that focus on structuring productive debates and negotiations 
(e.g., Blok 2014; Fisher et al. 2011), makes connections to 
various governance approaches (e.g., Sociocracy; Rau and 
Koch-Gonzalez 2023), provides a point of connection for 
adaptive and reflexive M&E practices such as RMA (e.g., 
van Mierlo et al. 2010) or developmental evaluation (e.g., 
Patton 2011), and links to insights from established learning 
traditions (e.g., Blackmore 2010). It also suggests itself as 
a natural connection point for work on the role of conflict 
(e.g., Cuppen 2018) and discord (e.g., Patterson et al. 2024) 
in sustainability transitions. Furthermore, the framework 
draws on and contributes to work concerning the obstacles 
faced by TRIs, such as force conflicts in the academic system 
(e.g., Kump et al. 2023) and the politics of capture (e.g., de 
Geus 2025). Last but not least, the framework can serve as a 
bridge to evolutionary theory on multi-level selection, pro-
viding a useful foundation for an extended (cultural evolu-
tionary) multi-level perspective on JUSTRAs (e.g., Schlaile 
et al. 2022, 2023).

Practical implications

The framework presented in this paper has several practical 
implications for transformative researchers, stakeholders, 
science funders, and policymakers. For those participating 
in TRIs, it provides a structured starting point for organiz-
ing and reflecting on purpose-driven collective action. The 
guiding questions associated with each CDP offer a work-
able starting point for orientation, planning, and reflexivity 
during various stages of the TRI. In addition, the modular 
nature of the framework lends itself to the integration of a 
broad variety of existing insights, approaches, frameworks, 
and toolkits relevant to TRIs, as illustrated above and in the 
appendix.

For science funders and policymakers, our framework 
can offer a basis for developing guidelines for context-sen-
sitive M&E in and of TRIs. This aspect of the framework 
addresses a critical need in the field for more nuanced 
and appropriate evaluation methods for transformative 
research (e.g., Hölscher et al. 2021; Kump et al. 2023). 
At the same time, both the framework and the context of 
JUSTRAs raise additional questions about the adequacy 
of contemporary (planning-based) funding programs in 
light of the complexity, essentially contested nature, and 
resulting uncertainty associated with both the envisioned 
“dance floor” (to take up Meadows’ metaphor again) as 
well as the changing music, dance moves, and dancing 
partners (on a related note, see Stanley and Lehman 2015). 
Simply put, even our ideal–typical case example of the 
DPTI suggests that a fundamental tension can arise from 
the incompatibility between rigid, planning-based fund-
ing logics, which are still prevalent, and the emergent and 
uncertain nature of many TRIs (see Kump et al. 2023). 
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Here, the framework could also be helpful in informing 
innovative initiatives such as the 'New ways of fund-
ing' initiatives (Utrecht University 2025), helping them 
reflect on the design of 'Impossible projects'. Nevertheless, 
our example also illustrates the potential value of using the 
framework in the context of a hypothetical 5-year project.

Limitations and future research

Although our framework provides valuable insights and 
practical guidance, it is important to recognize its limita-
tions. First, the framework does not provide unambiguous 
guidelines or ready-made answers. Instead, it highlights 
key sources of tension and provides relevant questions and 
examples of tools and resources across various transforma-
tive research contexts. This approach allows for flexibility 
and adaptability but may require significant effort from 
users to tailor the framework to their specific needs.

Second, we have illustrated the applicability and useful-
ness of the framework through a hypothetical case based 
on our previous experiences rather than new empirical 
evidence. This approach makes the framework accessible 
and available for further development and scrutiny. How-
ever, claims to real-world effectiveness currently rely on 
the significant, albeit pre-existing, body of evidence indi-
cating the usefulness of the CDPs in other contexts (see 
the section “Elinor Ostrom’s Core Design Principles”). 
Nevertheless, the adapted CDPs for JUSTRAs framework 
presented here should be rigorously evaluated in the con-
text of actual TRIs.

These limitations point to several promising avenues for 
future research. First, there is an opportunity for empirical 
studies to apply and evaluate the framework in TRIs or in 
the context of accompanying or concomitant research. These 
studies could offer valuable insights into the framework’s 
practical applications and areas that could be improved.

Second, future work could focus on developing more con-
text-sensitive M&E and learning measures for TRIs based on 
our framework. This could involve devising specific indica-
tors or metrics for each CDP to systematically assess how 
productive TRIs are.

Third, the framework’s modular structure allows for the 
identification and integration of context-specific ADPs, as 
well as additional tools and resources, in future research. 

This could enhance the framework’s adaptability to diverse 
cultural and institutional contexts, further increasing its rel-
evance and applicability. For example, while we have only 
tangentially addressed the role of emotions in TRIs, given 
their centrality to collaboration and cooperation, the frame-
work could be extended with an ADP calling for practices, 
tools, and resources to foster the emotional competencies 
of relevant stakeholders. This would draw attention to key 
questions for JUSTRAs, such as how to better manage the 
“transition pain” associated with (often necessary and inevi-
table) phase-out and exnovation processes in transitions (see 
Bogner et al. 2024).

Conclusion

In conclusion, our CDPs for JUSTRAs framework support 
the organization of productive TRIs. We adapted Ostrom’s 
CDPs for the JUSTRAs context by enriching them with 
key sources of tension, guiding questions, and examples 
of useful tools and resources. This provides a modular 
framework for navigating the complexities of TRIs and 
can serve as a robust reference point for orientation, plan-
ning, and reflexivity during various stages of a TRI. It 
represents a step forward in our understanding of how to 
organize and evaluate productive TRIs and offers promis-
ing potential for increasing the productivity and impact of 
TRIs, which should be rigorously evaluated in practice. 
Future research applying and refining this framework in 
diverse TRI contexts is crucial to realizing its full potential 
and supporting the urgent task of advancing JUSTRAs. We 
call upon our fellow researchers and practitioners to join 
us in this important endeavor. We are convinced that the 
CDPs can help us address the complexity of organizing 
TRIs, allowing us to more productively address today’s 
persistent challenges. Together, we can move step by step 
toward more just and sustainable futures.

Appendix

See Table 1.
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