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Abstract In many transdisciplinary research settings, a

lack of attention to the values underpinning project aims

can inhibit stakeholder engagement and ultimately slow or

undermine project outcomes. As a research collective (The

Careoperative), we have developed a set of four shared

values through a facilitated visioning process, as central to

the way we work together: care, reflexivity, inclusivity, and

collectivity. In this paper, we explore the implications of a

values-centered approach to collaboration in food system

transformation research. The paper presents two cases that

illustrate how researchers might approach centering values

in practice. Where much research on food system

transformation focuses on values of food system

stakeholders, we contribute insights into the values of

researchers in such transdisciplinary endeavors.

Specifically, we argue that researchers working on

sustainability transformations need to be better prepared

to engage in such reflections and aspire to embody values

aligned with the transformations they seek to research.

Keywords Care � Collectivity � Process work �
Reflexivity � Sustainability research �
Transformational leadership

INTRODUCTION

Sustainability transformations in food systems are inher-

ently values-led. Yet frequently in policy and research, the

values behind such processes remain unexamined and

implicit. Without bringing values to the fore, transforma-

tion-seeking processes can stumble. This was seen in a

backlash to the 2021 UN Food systems Summit (UNFSS)

and the respective UNFSS stock-taking moment in 2023

(UN Secretary-General Call to Action (unfoodsys-

temshub.org)), where a coalition of academics and civil

society actors outside the summit called for greater atten-

tion to the values and means of participation in global food

system governance (Canfield et al. 2021). One key com-

plaint was that despite claims of inclusivity, the summit’s

participant list was dominated by corporate invitees (Fakhri

2022). In many transdisciplinary research settings, effort is

invested in developing shared research questions and

determining how diverse knowledges will be drawn toge-

ther (e.g., Defila and Di Giulio 2015). As in other collective

endeavors, a focus on shared goals without consideration of

values can inhibit stakeholder engagement and ultimately

slow or undermine project outcomes (Bagavathiannan et al.

2019). How then, can we as researchers more explicitly

consider the values embodied in our research and the ways

that we work together—with other academics and in

transdisciplinary research?

There is a growing body of research on values within

sustainability science (Kenter et al. 2019; e.g., Raymond

et al. 2019; Arias-Arévalo et al. 2023), as well as the

biodiversity conservation literature, recently synthesized in

the IPBES Values Assessment and an associated special

issue (Pascual et al. 2023). Much of this work focuses on

the importance of acknowledging diverse or plural values,

which especially go beyond the dominance of instrumental

or monetary values. It points to the need to make space for

more inclusive research and policy, attending to issues of

power and justice (Arias-Arévalo et al. 2023; Kelemen

et al. 2023; Lenzi et al. 2023; Pascual et al. 2023). This

includes research on the values of different stakeholders or

groups (e.g., Estévez et al. 2015), how to integrate these

values into decision-making, policy (e.g., Bullock 2020),

and transdisciplinary research (e.g., Kenter et al. 2019), and
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even how values can function as deep leverage points for

transformation (e.g., Abson et al. 2017; Horcea-Milcu

2022). Specific to food systems is also a large body of

literature on the values of different food system actors,

such as farmers or consumers, including an entire journal

on the topic: Agriculture and Human Values.

These various traditions encompass research on the

relationship between values, motivation and behavior, the

use of values in deliberative decision-making or stake-

holder negotiations, as well as research on what values are

and how they change or resist change. However, rarely

does research on values within biodiversity, sustainability,

or food systems literature focus on the values of

researchers themselves. Certainly, topics such as reflexivity

or positionality are central to social science methods across

diverse disciplines, including in feminist critiques of sci-

ence, technology, and knowledge production (Haraway

1988; Fine 1992; Keller 1995; Harding 2016; Britton and

Pritchard 2022), as well as decolonial approaches (Tuck

and Yang 2012; Whyte 2018), Indigenous research (Bes-

sarab and Ng’andu 2010; Nelson 2019; Smith et al. 2022),

multispecies justice discourse (Celermajer et al. 2020), and

more. Here we argue for a need to not only reflect on our

values as individual researchers, but also in collaborations,

and how we center these within our work. We describe how

we have done so and how other research collaboratives

might, as well.

As researchers focused on food systems transformation,

we perceive strong parallels between what is unsustainable

and unjust within food systems, and what is unsustainable

and unjust within the academic systems where we work

(Lave et al. 2010; Lave 2012; Corbera et al. 2021). For

example, both systems focus on increasing productivity to

maximize outputs with little regard for matters of equity or

diversity (Hicks 2012), or effects on individual livelihoods

(Zielke et al. 2022). We are convinced that deep transfor-

mation (Meadows 1999) of both systems requires more

attention to the values in play within them. The approach

we envisage—and have begun experimenting with—is

informed by so-called process work (Mindell 2002; Brown

2017). Process work supports diverse groups to surface

their shared values, attend to the processes of working

together, and discover or forge a shared identity in a fluid

way befitting complex, changing environments. Through

this work, we have recognized that enacting values we

regard as core to sustainability in our research teams and

projects is central to our contribution to transformation.

Here, we describe how we have defined collective val-

ues and sought to center these in our collaboration as a

research collective for sustainability transformations. We

explore how we envision centering these values within our

research to show how doing so might prevent research into

food system transformation from perpetuating ways of

working or outcomes which do not align with sustainability

ambitions. This specifically requires attention to processes

and outcomes of research and the interactions between

them (Tengö et al. 2022). We have previously outlined

what we identify as values creating harmful academic

systems and cultures and what matters to us as a collective

seeking a more caring mode of science (Care et al. 2021).

In this article, we shift attention to the core focus of our

research: food systems and our contributions to trans-

forming them toward sustainability. This continues our

attempt to conceive of caring ways of doing research,

aligning with others who recognize the importance of not

just considering what we know but how we know and act in

the world (Fazey et al. 2020).

In what follows, we elaborate how the values of

researchers and research systems can constrain or enable

food system transformations research. We describe how a

collective of researchers working with a shared ethos of

care in personal and professional relations, which we call

the Careoperative, have worked to center alternative values

sets (Care et al. 2021). We describe our joint definition of

core values and then use these as a tool to reflect on two

case studies. We close with a discussion of our proposal for

affording greater space for emergent transformational

outcomes through collectively defining values for research.

HOW WE CONCEPTUALIZE VALUES

Values refer to what people deem to matter (Rosenberg 2021).

While this is subject to change and shaped relationally (West

et al. 2018), priorities which guide us can be remarkably

persistent. Values are significant because they guide and

motivate action and are part of what gives human life purpose

or meaning (Kraatz et al. 2020). In sustainability research,

values feature in multiple guises with wide-ranging functions,

making it vital that researchers reflect on the nature and effects

of diverse values (Sharma 2017; Horcea-Milcu et al. 2019).

In this paper, we predominantly consider shared morals

and held values as those principles which guide action and

help us determine what is right (Chan et al. 2018). We

understand values as being a guide (1) for the type of

individual researchers we want to be and (2) for the

Careoperative’s commitment to transforming food systems.

We focus on values associated with ‘‘desirable end states or

behaviors,’’ which transcend specific contexts (Schwartz

1992; Horcea-Milcu et al. 2019). However, we acknowl-

edge how values emerge relationally, and become more

than abstract notions only through being enacted in specific

contexts (Chan et al. 2018). In this spirit, we also recognize

shared values as accreting dynamically over time and

requiring people’s active participation (Kraatz et al. 2020).

The contextual, relational contingency of how values are
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enacted underlies our perceived importance of actively

investigating values in our Careoperative and how these

manifest in our research. We are particularly interested in

elucidating and describing collective values within our

research teams and transdisciplinary projects related to

food system transformation for sustainability.

Horcea-Milcu et al. (2019) provided an excellent anal-

ysis of four ways in which values have been taken up in

such sustainability research. As they outlined, sustainabil-

ity scientists’ role in relation to values might be to: (1)

bring to the surface values which implicitly influence their

research, (2) negotiate diverse values feeding into deci-

sions, (3) elicit values ascribed to different elements or

choices, and/or (4) focus on values as a leverage point for

achieving transformation. Their typology clarified the

importance of being explicit and reflexive about values to

ensure transdisciplinary work addresses societal needs

rather than those of our scientific traditions as researchers.

We echo and have sought to enact Horcea-Milcu et al.’s

(2019) call for reflexivity in research and to model in our

practice values in line with transformational sustainability.

Here we hope to contribute to what Horcea-Milcu (2022)

notes as under-developed thinking on how these aspirations

can be engaged and worked with in practice.

VALUES-CENTERED APPROACH IN OUR GROUP

PROCESSES AS A RESEARCH COLLECTIVE

To explore how researchers’ values may be connected to and

shape outcomes of research, we first reflect on our journey as

a research collective and then on the research in food sys-

tems transformations in which we have been involved.

Reflexivity and reflection are core inter/transdisciplinary

competencies (Bergmann et al. 2005; Popa et al. 2015).

Indeed, some definitions of transdisciplinarity make reflex-

ivity core to its purpose (Schauppenlehner-Kloyber and

Penker 2015). For example, Jahn et al. (2012) defined

transdisciplinarity as, ‘‘a critical and self-reflexive research

approach that relates societal with scientific problems’’ (p.

8). Yet, there is a need to further define and develop

reflexive, intentional processes that can support the social

learning and social experimentation needed to enable sus-

tainable transitions (Popa et al. 2015; Ison et al. 2013).

Transdisciplinary integration requires spanning not only

cognitive differences but also managing social and emo-

tional aspects (Boix Mansilla et al. 2016; Pohl et al. 2021).

There has been relatively little reflexive reporting of

researchers’ own experience of doing inter/transdisciplinary

research (but see Callard et al. 2015). We add to this

scholarship by studying ourselves in our group dynamic.

We met as a group of postdoctoral researchers and early-

career professors, based at European institutions, within the

Postdoc Academy for Transformational Leadership funded

by the Robert Bosch Foundation. The two-year program

focused on individual leadership. Inspired by each other’s

work and the energy within the cohort, we sought to

investigate more deeply what ‘‘leadership’’ meant to each

of us. We worked through our individual visions and

pathways toward a shared definition of what we wanted

and how we might get there. Through this work, we formed

a research collective in which we intentionally fore-

grounded our process of working together, rather than our

outputs. Our focus on shared values was emergent. We did

not start out as values centered in our work together, but

became values centered, integrating the four values of care,

inclusivity, collectivity, and reflexivity. These values

comprise the core of our code of collaboration (Care et al.

2021). In the following, we focus on the emergence of the

values that represent and guide our work. We do so to show

how these values shape the way we work, learn, research,

and interact in service of academic and food systems

transformation (see Fig. 1).

In parallel to four official workshops organized by the

Postdoc Academy (three in person and one online between

2018 and 2020), we organized a series of our own work-

shops (between 2019 and 2021) and employed a profes-

sional facilitator to work with us throughout. During the

first workshop we defined our core values, key elements of

how we would work together and named our group ‘‘The

Careoperative.’’ Our next meeting focused on decision-

making, where we learned about and adopted the socio-

cratic decision-making methods1 and developed skills for

jointly working in online and hybrid ways. At our third

workshop, we learned about dealing with conflict, power

dynamics, and managing the emotional side of online

working. At the fourth and final workshop, we deepened

our immersion in process work. In addition to these four

workshops, we held weekly meetings of one-hour, quar-

terly meetings of half a day, and annual full-day meetings

(all online, with occasional hybrid meetings). We also held

regional meetings of two to four members, which allowed

us to connect and share experiences in person, to com-

plement our online group processes. Across workshops, we

sought to refine our horizontal leadership style as well as

practice among ourselves these new approaches to

working.

Slowing our collective work pace, revisiting and

reflecting on what is going well or what needs improving,

addressing values, such as inclusivity of all Careoperative

members, have been key to our continued collaboration.

Inclusivity has been particularly important during phases

when members stepped out of core activities due to other

responsibilities, including parental leave, new jobs, field

1 https://sociocracy30.org.
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work, or leaving academia altogether. A commitment to

joint authorship under a collective pseudonym (Dr. Care) is

how we attempted to address the ebbs and flows of par-

ticipation. Trust within the Careoperative has been essen-

tial to handling active member dynamics, and enacting

values of care, inclusivity, and reflexivity.

Our experience in creating the Careoperative has made a

set of values explicit that we now bring to bear in our

individual and collective research efforts. Focusing on

these values in our common work has led to a working

code of collaboration, a dedication to revisiting thoughts on

privilege and inclusivity regularly, and rotating, distributed

leadership to help us remain collective, caring, and inclu-

sive. Having our work guided by these core values (e.g., on

project proposals, shared supervision of students, our col-

lective learning processes, and writing) makes it slower,

but allow us to ensure that everyone’s ideas and percep-

tions are included and negotiated.2 While conflicts do arise,

we have experience-based trust in our values-centered

approach to reaching mutually agreeable outcomes. With

the example of our Careoperative, we turn now to

exploring the role of (and opportunity to actively shape)

values in our individual research spaces.

USING CAREOPERATIVE VALUES TO REFLECT

ON PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH

We reflect on two illustrative transdisciplinary research

projects on food system transformations where Careoper-

ative members were involved and which, in our joint

understanding, represent good examples of the challenge of

making values explicit in research collaborations. We do so

by using our four Careoperative values—inclusivity, care,

reflexivity, collectivity—as a lens. First, we present the

context and transdisciplinary collaboration for each case

study. Then, we use a series of questions to explore how

values shaped the research projects and their outcomes: (1)

To what extent were care, inclusivity, reflexivity and col-

lectivity embodied in the research?; (2) If the research were

repeated, what might be done differently to better incor-

porate these values?; (3) what is revealed now by reflecting

on the cases in light of these values? We note that in the

examples, we are careful not to impose or confuse the

Careoperative values with the values elicited in, for

example, the community-led work in Case 2.

Case 1: Unexplored values lead to a difference

in theory of change between Swiss and Malagasy

researchers

Description

A six-year transdisciplinary research project (2015–2020)

on telecoupled landscape changes (Swiss Programme for

Research on Global Issues for Development, 2023) to place

in three countries, Madagascar, Laos, and Myanmar,

through a research partnership between researchers from

Switzerland, and National Universities or civil society

organizations in the three countries. Here, I (Julie G.

Zaehringer) focus my reflection on the case of the Swiss-

Malagasy research collaboration.

The Swiss and the Malagasy researchers worked toge-

ther in north-eastern Madagascar, where shifting cultiva-

tion (or slash-and-burn agriculture) for subsistence rice

production has been the leading cause of deforestation,

2 Which is symptomatic of conducting this work in the margins of

each of our ‘‘day jobs.’’

Fig. 1 Two tree trunks represent interconnected systems centered on

food and academic science. Each has distinct roots, but their need for

transformation is parallel. This transformation becomes intertwined

when addressed with interacting core values. Through values-

centered transformation, the science and food systems grow together

and produce fruit and foliage, representing replicating change. By

Veronica Remmele

www.kva.se/en 123

Ambio 2025, 54:226–238 229



although not the only one (Llopis et al., 2019; Zaehringer

et al., 2015). The project’s goal was to co-design innova-

tive approaches for more sustainable land use and land

governance to promote co-benefits between ecosystem

service supply and human well-being. This was addressed

through three distinct phases: a transdisciplinary pilot

phase to adapt research questions to the local context; an

empirical phase to collect data through interdisciplinary

approaches on the same village case studies; and an

implementation phase to co-design and pilot small exper-

imental implementation projects based on the empirical

findings together with stakeholders.

We, the Swiss researchers in the project, had already

been working on shifting cultivation previously (Messerli,

2004; Zaehringer et al., 2015, 2016). Through being active

in global scholarly communities and debates on the future

of shifting cultivation, we perceived it as a well-adapted

and valuable land use system. Our normative stance was

that shifting cultivation should be allowed to thrive, as long

as the fallow length would be sufficient to replenish

nutrients, and expansion into remaining forests could be

avoided. Several years into the project, during a stake-

holder workshop, a Malagasy colleague in the project

described their stated goal as, in contrast, aiming to erad-

icate shifting cultivation regimes. Only at this point did it

become clear that assumptions about shifting cultivation

differed between our research teams, which might have

influenced how research results on land use changes were

interpreted and discussed with stakeholders. For example,

representatives of conservation organizations, part of the

stakeholder process, might have taken this as confirmation

for interventions trying to replace shifting cultivation

through permanent agricultural practices, while represen-

tatives of farmer organizations might have used this evi-

dence to support their claims on land taken by the National

Park.

Reflection with Careoperative core values

The research project described here was already built upon

and showcases numerous core values, including, for exam-

ple, inclusivity and collectivity. These values were priori-

tized during the project design, as the project aimed to apply

a decolonial research approach: for example, the head of the

Malagasy research team was also a Co-Principal Investigator

in the overall research project and the budget allocated to the

Malagasy team was higher in absolute terms than the budget

to hire researchers in Switzerland. But a more intentional

and explicit centering of values, e.g., through a facilitated

discussion regarding sustainability issues in the landscape,

could have strengthened these values of inclusivity and

collectivity. This would have highlighted the need for

additional reflexivity on the topic of shifting cultivation in

the wider team at an earlier stage.

Instead of first gauging our own values, as well as those

of Malagasy colleagues on this crucial topic, we directly

delved into social learning, convening a regional group of

nonacademic forest and agriculture stakeholders. Assum-

ing that everyone in the project was working on equal

terms, we inadvertently ignored how cultural norms shape

assumptions of any sustainable development transforma-

tion issue (le Polain de Waroux et al. 2021). Moreover, a

strong sense of collegiality or even friendship had evolved

within the team, emphasizing the value of care, which

created a certain discomfort in addressing fundamental

differences in values. Here we see the ways that different

values also interact. While care was important to the

project, when not coupled with sufficient reflexivity it

created a hurdle to engaging with different views.

A value-centered approach could have led to prioritizing

a discussion about what individual views regarding sus-

tainable land use prevailed and how these might be influ-

enced by disciplinary and cultural backgrounds. While

consensus might have been elusive, either within the

research team or between the stakeholders, reflexivity

around different views on shifting cultivation could have

afforded the team a way to more clearly understand the

implications of decisions regarding land use. Values such

as inclusivity, collectivity and care were already guiding

the project design and implementation. A more explicit

approach to joint reflection on the values held by different

researchers and about how these were influencing the

research process and our collaboration might have had a

higher likelihood of helping the project realize its trans-

formative ambitions. In our experience, it is common with

many collaborative research projects that consensus and

alignment of values among different researchers in a team

are presumed from the onset, rather than openly explored

and reflected upon at the start of the project. In North–

South research partnerships, such as the one in the exam-

ple, this can be further hampered as Northern researchers

might fear that if they propose such an exercise, the

assumption that values differ between team members might

be perceived as an ‘‘othering’’ process and therefore rein-

forcing colonial structures instead of tearing them down.

Case 2: Contrasting values emerge from a cooking

workshop in Tajikistan

Description

I (Jamila Haider) have been working with Tajik collabo-

rators since 2009 to understand relationships between

biological and cultural diversity in the Pamir region,

Tajikistan. While the Pamir region remains one of the
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poorest post-Soviet areas, it is also an area of high bio-

cultural diversity, and the center of origin for many fruit,

nut, and grain varieties (Vavilov 1917). Working first as a

development practitioner in the region (2009–2011) and

then as a researcher using resilience assessments (Haider

et al. 2012), I engaged in activities of envisioning future

development pathways. These workshops were often

dominated by prominent men from the communities we

worked with. When we asked ‘‘what do you wish for the

future’’ responses included: improved seed varieties, fer-

tilizers, and improved access to the markets, characterized

by individualist and profit-driven values.

Hospitality is an important value in the Pamirs, and we

were often served food, predominantly meat-based ‘Rus-

sian’ dishes. One day, we served an incredible vegetarian

noodle soup (osh) where the noodles are made of at least six

different grains and legumes, which are also cultivated

together. The grandmother who served the soup asked us to

write down the recipe, since Pamiri languages are unwritten

and she said that her children and grandchildren did not care

much for the old traditions. With Pamiri collaborators, we

began to collect recipes, culminating in the publication of a

Pamiri recipe book (van Oudenhoven and Haider 2015).

Using cooking as participatory methodology elicited emo-

tions, ideas and values that contributed to alternative visions

for the future to the ones I had heard in previous workshops

(Haider and van Oudenhoven 2018). In 2016, we co-orga-

nized (with communities and the NGO) a food celebration

day, where different communities from across the Pamirs

brought specific local food products to cook with.

Throughout two days different groups set up cooking sta-

tions outside, we met periodically inside homes to capture

stories through drawing, and over time stories emerged from

the cooking sessions, presenting a range of values and

visions. For example: this food makes us strong, whereas the

food we buy from the shops makes us sick; or, the impor-

tance of reciprocity in times of need and how reciprocal acts

are not necessarily equal but rather equitable. A watercolor

artist was present during the cooking workshops and cap-

tured some of these values and ideas in the form of four

different future visions.

The NGO had a strong vision of increased productivity

and growth in the region (Fig. 2). In contrast, the second

vision of Fig. 2 from a Village Technology Group is about

food sovereignty and therefore not having any imports,

while also trying to increase rainfed agriculture so as not to

involve irrigation. The other two community groups had

values at the forefront of their visions. Hospitality and

intergenerational knowledge exchange plus better liveli-

hood opportunities were central to their visions, voicing

their desire to maintain these important values.

Reflection with Careoperative core values

The cooking workshops were not designed to elicit values,

but rather were designed in an open way, to be inclusive

and embrace surprise. In reflecting what could have been

different with a Careoperative-centered values approach,

the author observed how the open, participatory, material

(i.e., food), embodied (i.e., cooking) foci of the research

already expressed the values of inclusivity, care and col-

lectivity. In this case, the preparation of food (generally

done by women whose voices are often marginalized in

this context) explicitly elevates sharing, hospitality, and

inclusion, which contributed to a celebration of otherwise

under-appreciated knowledge and skills. What this case

Fig. 2 Two different visions of the future in the Pamir mountains. In

the top illustration, the NGO vision of development is depicted: high-

speed bus on motorway and international airport facilitating tourist

access, an ‘Enterprise Growth Accelerator’ and international univer-

sity. The bottom illustration features a community vision of food

sovereignty. A local shop is set up, with a truck full of imported food

being turned away. A family shares knowledge next to a shrine and

traditional sundial. In the background, people engage in collective

work to repair an irrigation channel and engage in rainfed agriculture

to adapt to climate change. A previously published in (Haider 2017)

and B previously published in (Haider & Cleaver 2023). Both used

with permission. Water color artist Yorali Berdov
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reveals is that an open, participatory process enabled res-

onance between the values of the research team and the

values of the community involved in co-production. The

values centered by the communities, sharing and hospi-

tality, in conjunction with the researcher’s explicit value of

subverting power dynamics and marginalization of

knowledge, were central to the design of the food cele-

bration workshops. Reflecting on these in turn reveals how

inclusivity, collectivity, caring, and reflexivity were

embedded throughout the process.

NGO and community groups were included in the

design of the visioning workshop, and a local artist was

involved in all steps. Invitations were open for community

members and through cooking as participatory methodol-

ogy, more marginalized groups in Tajik society, such as

women and children, were centrally involved. Since food is

emotive and evocative, it is a way to break-down tradi-

tional power dynamics and hierarchies (Haider and van

Oudenhoven 2018). Further, the point of the work was to

elicit difference through visions, rather than consensus.

Collective cooking and eating are common in Pamiri cul-

ture and were therefore a natural way to collectively come

together to envision futures. In this context in Tajikistan,

coming together around food is a way to elevate

marginalized voices (of women). Preparing and celebrating

food together are also a way of caring, involving elderly

people and children and explicit recognition and gratitude

to the material world from which food comes. The artist

played a key role in the reflexivity of the project, since the

visions through water color paintings were shared and

discussed among communities and the NGO and

researchers from the local university.

DISCUSSION: EMERGENT, VALUE-CENTERED

RESEARCH ON FOOD SYSTEM

TRANSFORMATION

We have sought to illustrate the implications of stepping

toward being values-led transformational researchers. The

two cases presented different expressions of inclusion,

caring, reflexivity, and collectivity playing out in differ-

ent ways. By centering the values at play in each collab-

oration, rather than of various research subjects, our work

represents a reflexive dimension of the four foci that

Horcea-Milcu et al. (2019) suggested. Specifically, cen-

tering values provides an invitation for research teams to

critically reflect on the values that influence their research;

negotiate diverse values when working together; elicit the

repercussions of centering different values in collaboration;

and focus on values related to how to work together that

resonate with, for example, research goals aligned with

food system transformation. As researchers engaged in

food system transformations, engaging with nonacademic

actors, our academic affiliation comes with power, which is

accompanied with the responsibility of making values

explicit (Boyce et al. 2022). Our aim in this contribution

has thus been to foreground possible questions about how

to design collaborative research to more systematically and

intentionally reflect values aligned with transformational

sustainability outcomes.

The two juxtaposed case studies highlight how the

framing of research can influence which values are made

explicit and which remain implicit. In each case, the mate-

riality of the research topic served as a focal point for

embodiment, expression, and exploration of values (of the

researchers and in the substance of the research). In Case 1,

the materiality of landscape management practices surfaced

different values held by people within the research team

itself. An earlier discussion regarding sustainable land use,

based on values of inclusivity and reflexivity, may have

surfaced different values earlier, allowing for subsequent

activities to proceed differently. In Case 2, the materiality of

food and cooking afforded a method to elevate women’s

knowledge and create space for a plurality of values within

the community to be expressed. The seemingly simple act of

giving women, otherwise marginalized in the community

and relegated to the kitchen, a spotlight on the food they

bring into the world and their knowledge of doing so let

them shine in a way that elevated their voices.

The contrasting nature of the two projects may suggest

that different kinds of research more easily lend themselves

to centering values, but we suggest that all transformational

researchers can benefit from reflecting on the role and

potential of values in their work. From the first case, we

observed how a values-centered approach can surface not

only important information about ways of working together

but also content issues of vital importance to transdisci-

plinary research, such as ways of valuing different

approaches to shifting cultivation. From the second case we

saw how values of inclusivity, collectivity, care, and

reflexivity were implicitly embedded in open, participa-

tory, co-production research.

Going further, the two projects offered examples of

contrasting structures, temporalities, and approaches as

they play out in projects. Case 1 illustrated a large diverse

international research consortium working toward a

somewhat proscribed goal. Case 2 featured a single, case-

based study with one main researcher using long-term

ethnography of a more exploratory tenor. Upon reflection,

we can see how important it could be to a-priori elicit and

articulate values among researchers and partners in a large

inter-cultural, inter- and transdisciplinary consortium. In

contrast, the fluid open space created by the individual

ethnographic researcher was conducive to eliciting values

in situ and as part of the research process, where in this
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case Pamiri values of hospitality and sharing resonate

strongly with inclusivity, collectivity, and care.

There are other more quotidian ways in which

researchers can take values-centered approaches into their

work. We previously suggested that part of our collective

leadership work is to ‘seed’ what we have learned and

experienced through the Careoperative within other con-

texts where we work individually or as smaller sub-groups

(Care et al. 2021). Acknowledging existing hegemonic

power structures within academia, we subscribe to a theory

of change in which a fractal of actions (O’Brien et al. 2023)

unfold across the academic landscape, changing not all at

once or overnight, but inexorably, non-linearly, over time.

In this way, we have dispersed our core values into other

projects and groups and applied aspects of our process

work in new settings. For example, some of us encourage

PhD students we supervise to include reflexivity more fully

within their research. Others who have leadership roles

have been able to build teams founded in inclusivity and

care, selecting team members in light of these values rather

than purely on the basis of traditional criteria of academic

excellence. As managers, we dedicate time with teams for

checking-in and reflecting on how the group is working

toward its shared values. Many of us have recommended

specific techniques such as sociocratic decision-making

and participatory budgeting within our workplaces, so as to

bend structures and systems typically dominated by less

transformational values. Other seeds sown from our core

values are less overt, such as being more active listeners

and seeking a more caring dynamic to our workplace

interactions.

To counter systemic obstacles to adoption of these

values, we have worked to create caring, reflexive, inclu-

sive sessions—seeking to draw attention to these obsta-

cles—in international conferences.3 Another fundamental

choice we make is in what we work on. For example,

choosing to undertake co-productive research with

marginalized groups (e.g., Lazurko et al. 2023); choosing

to take on projects to reform funding programs and

research cultures (e.g., Smith et al. 2023); choosing to

research the research process to identify step-change

improvements in transformative research practice (e.g., the

FOSTER project (https://fosterfoodsystem.eu/). Choice

also extends to the courses we teach; for example intro-

ducing transformative teaching through methods schools

for faculty; integrating embodiment methods into courses

(e.g., through a bike excursion to lived utopias); equipping

professionals with transformative leadership skills and

sustainability.4 In these ways, our ongoing involvement

with the Careoperative flavors our daily work and rela-

tionships, while our collective reflexivity provides space to

explore how we can go further, or the challenges we face in

doing so, not least the limits of our power to make change.

As we have discussed elsewhere (Care et al. 2021), we

realize that these ideals are not always possible in prac-

tice, particularly in an environment of many constraints

on time and funding, and pressure to chase high impact

factors. The ease with which one reads the list of exam-

ples above glosses over the lived, day-to-day struggle of

expressing these values in practice. A range of structural

factors related to funding institutions and research orga-

nizations are implicated by our reflections. As Smith et al.

(2022) observed from working with a European Research

Area network program to better align values of respon-

sible innovation and sustainability with research pro-

gramming and project work, transforming research

culture benefits from a focus not only on resources, but

also relationships, institutions, and types of expertise

included. Further, we are conscious that it may be easier

to focus on processes and shared values within homoge-

neous groups. However, assuming homogeneity of a

group based, e.g., on gender, ethnicity, or discipline may

lead to assumptions of greater similarity than actually

present. This can create less space for disagreement to

surface and be productively integrated into the group

process. Group composition thus presents challenges

around inclusivity, but also the opportunity to reflect on

whether collaborative echo chambers may be limiting

transformation. Observing this suggests the need to bring

the critical awareness of values in collaboration to the

fore to allow project teams to hold pluralistic, sometimes

incommensurable perspectives in productive tension.

CONCLUSIONS AND OUTLOOK

To develop our thinking and practice as researchers, we

reflected on two case studies, centering values of inclusion,

caring, reflexivity, and collectivity. Bringing such values to

the fore can better support an alignment of the sustain-

ability transformations needed in food systems and food

systems research. We do not suggest that inclusion,

reflexivity, care, and collectivity are values all projects

must adopt. Rather, we suggest there is, qualitatively and

substantively, a different experience and outcome from

working in teams where values of process and values of

project goals resonate (qua Rosa 2016). As McGreevy et al

3 For example, through a session using forum theater to explore

values of care, inclusion, collectivity, and reflexivity in academe; to

create spaces within the conference that express these values—

lactation rooms for nursing mothers; accessibility by design;

addressing these values in the program explicitly. PECS 2024

Conference https://event.fourwaves.com/pecs2024/pages.

4 https://uit.no/utdanning/program/718168/ocean_leadership_-_

executive_master.
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(2022) observed, principles for sustainable food systems

will require new relational, allocative, and institutional

principles, which we argue also requires different ways of

working together on such food system transformations.

Based on our experiences above and in the Careopera-

tive (Care et al. 2021), a range of concrete lessons are

helpful to consider for taking forward at levels of group

collaboration:

• Surfacing and holding: Being clear in advance about

centering values related to collaboration, surfacing

different values within the group, and holding space to

address self/group differences as well as tensions (e.g.,

over power, position, relationships, etc.). Particularly

vital here is to make explicit the values of collaboration

that may be implicit, and to hold space for a plurality of

values.

• Learning and practicing: Co-developing skills for

working together through conflicts, as they arise, in

productive ways (e.g., resistance-based consensus pro-

cesses that proactively surface and address disagree-

ments; active, non-judgemental, curiosity-based-as

opposed to hierarchical inquiry to discover and prag-

matically address differences, c.f., Kühn 2021). Such

efforts benefit from the support of specific sensibilities

and capacities, skilled expertise, and facilitation

resources.

• Pausing and reflecting: Embracing surprise and

responding through trial and error; reflecting periodi-

cally on process; attending with care to relationships

and interactions.

Apparent across these three stages is that there is always

potential for conflict or tensions around divergent values

and how they might be negotiated or resolved. We are

highly aware that for us this was less problematic than it

might be in other cases, our being a relatively homogenous

group—predominantly female, white, early- to mid-career

and from Minority World countries.5 We also recognize

our fortunate positions of having the flexibility and degree

of autonomy necessary to facilitate inclusive, reflexive

conversations. We have prioritized these generative and

long-term relationship-building activities, and the time

they require, despite academic institutional contexts’

tendency to view them as unproductive. Such tensions

might be more apparent, extreme, and complex within

more diverse collectives or when two such collectives

attempt to collaborate. In the case of the Careoperative, we

have recognized the co-equal importance and inextricable

interconnectedness of practicing with values of inclusion,

care, reflexivity, and collectivity. Another group of poten-

tial collaborators may have values more geared to—

borrowing an academic stereotype—‘‘publish or perish,’’

which entails the prioritization of publication production.

Here, the question to ask is not whether one value set is

‘‘better’’ or ‘‘more important’’ than the other, but rather can

the two groups arrive at a mutually agreeable way to

operate together and achieve a common goal. In our

experience, adopting a process work approach offers one

way to navigate such a negotiation.

A further empirical question arises for sustainability

transformation research: are certain sets of values in

research more conducive to sustainability transformation

than others? In light of this uncertainty, it is paramount to

surface latent values and attend to the differences they

make in research practices. As a first step, research designs

would benefit from creating space for exploring research-

er’s values, along with those of other actors involved in

knowledge co-production. Second, once values are made

explicit, it might become possible to question them and

trial new ones, along with corresponding practices. In this

sense, attending to our research practices, funding, aca-

demic systems, and networks offers a deep leverage point

for sustainable food systems transformation.
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Murali, et al. 2023. The role of power in leveraging the diverse

values of nature for transformative change. Current Opinion in
Environmental Sustainability 64: 101352. https://doi.org/10.

1016/j.cosust.2023.101352.

Bagavathiannan, M.V., S. Graham, Z. Ma, J.N. Barney, S.R. Coutts,

A.L. Caicedo, R. De Clerck-Floate, N.M. West, et al. 2019.

Considering weed management as a social dilemma bridges

individual and collective interests. Nature Plants 5: 343–351.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41477-019-0395-y.

Bergmann, M., B. Brohmann, E. Hoffmann, M. C. Loibl, R. Rehaag,

E. Schramm, and J.-P. Voß. 2005. Qualitätskriterien transdiszi-
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Fazey, I., N. Schäpke, G. Caniglia, A. Hodgson, I. Kendrick, C. Lyon,

G. Page, J. Patterson, et al. 2020. Transforming knowledge

systems for life on Earth: Visions of future systems and how to

get there. Energy Research & Social Science 70: 101724. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101724.

Fine, M. 1992. Disruptive voices: The possibilities of feminist
research. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Haider, L.J. 2017. Development and resilience: Re-thinking poverty
and intervention in biocultural landscapes. PhD Thesis. Stock-

holm University.

Haider, L.J., and F.J.W. van Oudenhoven. 2018. Food as a daily art:

ideas for its use as a method in development practice. Ecology
and Society 23. Resilience Alliance Inc.

Haider, L.J., and F. Cleaver 2023. Capacities for resilience: Persisting

adapting and transforming through bricolage. Ecosystems and
People 19. https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2023.2240434.

Haider, L.J., A.E. Quinlan, and G.D. Peterson. 2012. Interacting traps:

Resilience assessment of a pasture management system in

northern Afghanistan. Planning Theory and Practice 13:

312–319.

Haraway, D. 1988. Situated knowledges: The science question in

feminism and the privilege of partial perspective. Feminist
Studies 14: 575–599. https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066.

Harding, S. 2016. Whose science? Whose knowledge? Thinking from

women’s lives. In Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? Cornell

University Press. https://doi.org/10.7591/9781501712951.

Hicks, D. 2012. Performance-based university research funding

systems. Research Policy 41: 251–261. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.respol.2011.09.007.

Horcea-Milcu, A.-I. 2022. Values as leverage points for sustainability

transformation: Two pathways for transformation research.

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 57: 101205.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2022.101205.

Horcea-Milcu, A.-I., D.J. Abson, C.I. Apetrei, I.A. Duse, R. Freeth,

M. Riechers, D.P.M. Lam, C. Dorninger, et al. 2019. Values in

transformational sustainability science: Four perspectives for

change. Sustainability Science 14: 1425–1437. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s11625-019-00656-1.

Ison, R., C. Blackmore, and B.L. Iaquinto. 2013. Towards systemic

and adaptive governance: Exploring the revealing and conceal-

ing aspects of contemporary social-learning metaphors. Ecolog-
ical Economics 87: 34–42. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.

2012.12.016.

Jahn, T., M. Bergmann, and F. Keil. 2012. Transdisciplinarity:

Between mainstreaming and marginalization. Ecological Eco-
nomics 79: 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2012.04.

017.

Kelemen, E., S.M. Subramanian, A. De Vos, S. Amaruzaman, L.

Porter-Bolland, M. Islar, M. Kosmus, B. Nakangu, et al. 2023.

Signposts on the road toward transformative governance: How a

stronger focus on diverse values can enhance environmental

policies. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 64:

101351. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101351.

www.kva.se/en 123

Ambio 2025, 54:226–238 235

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-016-0800-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101352
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101352
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41477-019-0395-y
https://doi.org/10.14279/depositonce-5006
https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcis.v3i1.57
https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcis.v3i1.57
https://doi.org/10.1177/0162243915614103
https://doi.org/10.1177/0162243915614103
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13840
https://doi.org/10.28968/cftt.v8i2.37723
https://doi.org/10.1057/palcomms.2015.19
https://doi.org/10.1057/palcomms.2015.19
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.661552
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-021-00909-y
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-020-00386-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2018.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12434
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2014.10.013
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.12359
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-022-09882-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101724
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101724
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2023.2240434
https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066
https://doi.org/10.7591/9781501712951
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2011.09.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2011.09.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2022.101205
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-00656-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-00656-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2012.12.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2012.12.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2012.04.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2012.04.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2023.101351


Keller, E.F. 1995. Reflections on gender and science. New Haven:

Yale University Press.

Kenter, J.O., C.M. Raymond, C.J. van Riper, E. Azzopardi, M.R.

Brear, F. Calcagni, I. Christie, M. Christie, et al. 2019. Loving

the mess: Navigating diversity and conflict in social values for

sustainability. Sustainability Science 14: 1439–1461. https://doi.

org/10.1007/s11625-019-00726-4.

Kraatz, M.S., R. Flores, and D. Chandler. 2020. The value of values

for institutional analysis. Academy of Management Annals 14:

474–512. https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2018.0074.
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