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Sammendrag
Mot en helhetlig evaluering av interessenters 
engasjement: Erfaringer fra H2020-prosjektet 
OPTAIN. Artikkelen presenterer et omfattende 
rammeverk og en helhetlig tilnærming til 
evaluering av deltagelse i forskerprosjekter. 
Rammeverket tar utgangspunkt i teori om del-
tagelse og setter søkelys på kriterier for å evalu-
ere prosess (hvordan engasjement ble utformet 
og tilrettelagt) og virkninger av medvirkningen 
(effekter for læring, innsikt). Vi presenterer 
strategien og arbeidet med deltagelse i EU 
prosjektet OPTAIN (2021-2025). OPTAIN har 
hatt som mål å evaluere effekter av miljøtiltak i 
landbruket for avrenning av vann og nærings-
stoffer og medvirkning vært en sentral del i 
forskningsaktivitetene. Evalueringen av delta-
gelse i prosjektet har omfattet intervjuer med 
forskere i 14 studieområder i Europa, og også 
spørreundersøkelser med interessenter. Resulta-
ter fra evalueringen viser at fleksibilitet og 
annerkjennelse av ulik praksis for brukermed-
virkning har vært viktig å oppnå gode resultater. 
Fokus på effektiv og relevant deltagelse, utvik-

ling av relasjoner og tillit med aktører, samt 
bidrag til merverdi for prosjektresultater og for 
interessenter har vært viktige elementer i 
prosjektet.

Summary
This paper introduces a comprehensive frame
work for evaluating stakeholder engagement in 
environmental research, distinguishing its 
instrumental, substantive, and normative 
dimensions. Grounded in the H2020 OPTAIN 
project, which assessed Natural Small Water 
Retention Measures via modelling and stake-
holder co-creation in 14 diverse European small 
watersheds, the typology defines: instrumental 
engagement as a pragmatic tool for efficient goal 
achievement, substantive engagement as foste-
ring trust, learning, and responsive decisions for 
societal-ecological impacts, and normative 
engagement as upholding ethical principles like 
fairness, inclusivity, and democratic rights. 
Drawing on literature from governance and 
participatory research the typology highlights 
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how stakeholder processes can be assessed diffe-
rently across these dimensions. This framework 
can aid researchers and practitioners in design
ing, implementing, and evaluating engagement 
by clarifying whether the emphasis is on end 
goals, learning and relationships, or democratic 
legitimacy and by tailoring strategies to balance 
efficiency, quality, and ethical commitments.

Introduction 
Over the past decades there has been a growing 
emphasis on integrating stakeholder involve-
ment into research, with expert and public deli-
beration being a requirement for funding by 
many research programmes (Andersen et al., 
2021; Gerlak et al., 2023; Kujala et al., 2022). It is 
a development associated with the expectation 
that engagement will provide increased under-
standing of complex systems, ownership in 
solutions that are legitimate, increased aware-
ness and social capital, and increased compli
ance with policy (Huzzard, 2021). The benefits 
achieved however are closely associated  with 
the level of participation, which may range 
along a continuum from one way flow of infor-
mation, to exchange of information, to a situa
tion where stakeholders are equal partners in 
knowledge co-creation (Arnstein, 1969). Also, 
the engagement processes and the type of stake-
holders involved determine the degree that 
different voices, knowledge and values are con-
sidered (Blackstock et al., 2007). For identifying 
and understanding the impact of engagement in 
sustainability research for science and groups in 
society, we argue for the need to define and 
evaluate the engagement. Without evaluating 
engagement, we miss the opportunity to assess 
different types of impacts, learn from challenges 
experienced, and recommend strategies for 
improvement (Lavallee et al., 2012). 

The project OPTAIN (OPtimal strategies to 
retAIN and re-use water and nutrients in small 
agricultural catchments across different soil-
climatic regions in Europe) has prioritized 
stakeholder engagement as a central strategy 
throughout the research and dissemination 
processes. OPTAIN aimed to assess the effects 

of Natural Small Water Retention Measures 
(NSWRMs) by modelling efforts and stake
holder co-creation processes in 14 case study 
locations covering small watersheds in diverse 
European biogeographical regions. Stakeholders 
were invited to collaborate in joint fact-finding 
and co-creation activities related to the different 
stages in the project for modelling the impact of 
NSWRMs, their optimal spatial allocations and 
for supporting policy analysis. These collabora-
tive activities were expected to directly contri-
bute to achieving OPTAIN’s goals of optimizing 
strategies for retaining and re-using water and 
nutrients in small agricultural catchments 
(Nesheim & Enge, 2022; van den Brink et al., 2022). 

Few papers focus on evaluation of engage-
ment processes and impacts of engagement in 
research projects, (see Huzzard, 2021). This 
paper contributes to this field by presenting the 
strategy and the processes for stakeholder enga-
gement in OPTAIN, including the framework 
for evaluating and monitoring the engagement 
processes in the project. Drawing on stake
holder theory (Freeman, 1984, 2010), different 
frameworks have been proposed to assess the 
quality and the impact of engagement. This 
paper introduces a holistic framework for asses-
sing stakeholder engagement, incorporating 
instrumental, substantive and normative 
elements. The evaluation framework presented 
draws on a paper by Fiorino that focuses on 
instrumental, substantive and normative ratio-
nality for engagement (Fiorino, 1990), and on 
the framework presented by Rowe and Frewer 
(2000) which includes nine benchmarks for 
assessing whether the engagement is fair and 
effective. The paper first presents the OPTAIN 
project and its multi-actor engagement, then 
introduces its conceptual framework and 
methods as applied in the project for evaluating 
engagement. The Results section evaluates 
stakeholder engagement activities in OPTAIN 
against the holistic framework, before discus-
sing strengths and weaknesses of the approach. 
The paper ends with some concluding remarks 
and lessons learned.  
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The OPTAIN project 
The main goal of OPTAIN was to promote the 
adoption of NSWRMs to address drought, 
flooding, nutrient runoff, and erosion based on 
data and modelling results and stakeholder 
engagement. The project brought together 
partners from 12 countries (Belgium, Czech 
Republic, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden, 
Switzerland), engaging local actors like farmers 
and advisors to identify and assess effective 
water retention and reuse of water and nutrients 
at both farm and catchment levels (Figure 1). 

Key tasks included identifying promising 
NSWRMs, gathering environmental and socio-
economic data, selecting indicators and scena-
rios, modelling the effectiveness of measures at 
different scales, and exploring incentives for 
implementation. Stakeholders contributed 
throughout, from data collection to policy 
discussions, ensuring the project’s solutions 
reflect real-world constraints and practical 
knowledge.

Figure 1. OPTAIN case studies representing different biogeographical regions in Europe
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Multi-actor engagement in OPTAIN
As a preparatory phase for stakeholder engage-
ment, stakeholder mapping was undertaken by 
researchers in the cases (case study leaders) to 
understand the stakeholder landscape. Stake-
holders, defined as any individuals or groups 
“who can affect or is affected by the project” 
(Freeman, 1984) in the agri-environmental 
context were farmers, agricultural advisors, civil 
society members, decision-makers in both 
public and private sectors, namely agriculture, 
environment, river basin management bodies. 
Representatives from these groups have been 
invited to join the project’s Multi Actor Refe
rence Groups (MARGs). Most cases started in 
areas where the respective case study leaders 
(CSLs) had not been working before (nine 
cases). In five cases the MARGs were established 
in areas where the CSL were already collabora-
ting with some stakeholders.

To accommodate the variety and high 
number of identified stakeholders, MARGs 
specified different levels of engagement refer-
ring to an “inner circle” of stakeholders inte-
racting more closely with the project, and an 
“outer circle” of stakeholders that were engaged 
during specific themes or phases of OPTAIN. 
The engagement activities included four MARG 
workshops for multi-actor information ex
change, and bilateral engagement as part of 
surveys and interviews. 

Conceptual framework for 
evaluating engagement in research 
Theory on evaluating participatory research
Evaluating participatory research is important      
because it enables understanding and learning 
from engagement activities for project out
comes, value for the stakeholders involved, and 
for society. Whether the evaluation is under
taken during and/or only after the project deter-
mines the possibilities to learn and modify for 
more suited engagement methods and docu-
mentation while the project is ongoing. The 
selected evaluation framework with criteria and 
methods define the data for analysis. Holistic 
evaluation of participatory research implies a 

focus on evaluating the process of engagement 
(how engagement was designed and facilitated) 
and the impacts of engagement (its effects on 
the ground). Here we briefly present the typo-
logy by Fiorino (1990) which defines rationali
ties for engagement comprising an instrumen-
tal, a substantive and a normative dimension. In 
discussing these dimensions, we refer to the 
work of other authors evaluating engagement, 
e.g. (Kujala et al., 2022; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). 

Instrumental engagement: The engagement 
is a means to an end, i.e. it is a tool to achieve 
specific, pre-defined goals. The outcome, not the 
process itself is the motivation. Engagement is 
used as a tool for an efficient process; achieve 
specific, predetermined goals efficiently. Kujala 
et al. (2022) captures the same dimension with 
their concept of “pragmatic” engagement priori-
tizing problem-solving and consensus. A com
mon way of assessing instrumental impact of 
research projects is to measure the number of 
publications, or outlets (Huzzard, 2021). 

Substantive engagement: This reflects sensi-
tivity to social and political values and local 
conditions, with engagement used to improve 
the quality of decisions. Substantive engagement 
can refer to the degree that the project builds 
trust, supports interactive learning and in-
creased awareness for actors involved, that there 
is room for open and critical dialogue. Existence 
of trust is known to be a key factor for quality of 
engagement facilitating for co-creation and 
learning (Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015; Polman & 
Slangen, 2008). Outcomes of participation bring 
more tangible short and long-term impact for 
nature and society (Gerlak et al., 2023).

Normative – Engagement is the right  thing 
to do, based on principles. This dimension 
emphasizes the  process  and democratic ideals, 
based on the belief that the public should have a 
right to be involved in decisions that affect them. 
Evaluating the normative aspects of the research 
process ensures that these core ethical principles 
of fairness, transparency, and inclusivity are 
upheld in how stakeholders are engaged (Rowe 
et al., 2008; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). A normative 
evaluation of stakeholder engagement involves 
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assessing participation according to values, 
ethical principles, and standards.  

Approach for evaluating engagement in 
OPTAIN
The approach to evaluate engagement in 
OPTAIN involved addressing perspectives from 
both the different researchers and the stake
holders participating in MARG workshops in 
the respective 14 case studies. It was an aim for 
the project to contribute to harmonized and 
meaningful engagement. To achieve this, (i) an 
annual evaluation of engagement by means of 
milestone reports was undertaken focusing on 
the frequency of interactions, the length and 
type of interactions, and on the stakeholder 
groups, (ii) digital internal project meetings 
(InterVision meetings) were held every six 
weeks to discuss approaches to engagement and 
to share experiences across cases, and (iii) inter-
views with CSLs were conducted about  the 
engagement processes. Below the analytical 
framework focusing on evaluating benefits for 
instrumental, substantive and normative 
dimensions of engagement are presented (Table 
1). 

Instrumental elements: This centred on (i) 
whether the engagement undertaken enabled, 
easy understanding for stakeholders and also 
efficient engagement processes, and (ii) on the 
degree that the engagement resulted in useful 
information for research activities. The criteria 
considered were, resource accessibility (conve-
nience of time and place of interactions, human 
resource capacity, understandable research 
language), task definition, cost efficiency, and 
added value for specified research decisions 
(Rowe & Frewer, 2000).   

Substantive elements: The assessment 
addressed the development of relationships and 
trust with different stakeholder groups, structu-
red decision making, mutual exchange of infor-
mation between researchers and stakeholders, 
and stakeholder’s perception of benefits from 
engaging. Content analysis was undertaken on 
data from interviews with CSLs concerning 
established relationships and trust and added 
value (learning and mutual interactions). Also 
considered were results from stakeholder 
questionnaire on trust and added value. 

Normative elements: We used and adapted 
the framework by Rowe and Frewer (Rowe et al., 
2008; Rowe & Frewer, 2000) by taking their 

Table 1.  Holistic stakeholder engagement framework

Topics Goals 
Instrumental Substantive Normative

Reasons for engagement Focuses on the efficient and 
acceptable process. Effective 
participation makes better results, 
reduces the probability of error.

Quality of research decisions. 
Contribution to environment and 
society. Ability for multi-actor inter
action, open dialogue and critical 
questions and mutual learning.

Engagement is seen as ethical 
and a democratic principle, “the 
right thing to do”. The public has 
a right to be involved in decisions 
that affect them.

Evaluation criteria with 
OPTAIN examples

Resource accessibility, Task 
definition, and Cost-effectiveness, 
Strategic input into the project 
(collecting information) 

Development of trust, Structured 
decision making,
Multi-actor interaction. 

Representativeness, Independence, 
Early Involvement, Transparency 
Influence, 

Mechanisms Discussion in internal meetings 
for coordinated and efficient 
approach and protocols. 

Nurturing engagement by 
focusing on the development of 
trust, sharing best practices of 
engagement in internal meetings. 

Project milestones, engagement 
guidelines and protocols.

Documentation Interviews with researchers 
(2022 and 2025). Stakeholder 
uestionnaire results (each case 
three times)

Interviews with researchers (2022 
and 2025), MARG workshop 
reports

Logging reports, MARG workshop 
reports.
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acceptance criteria (five normative benchmark 
criteria from the framework): Representativity, 
transparency, independence, early involvement, 
influence. Selected criteria are normative be
cause they set value-based standards for stake-
holder engagement, defining what makes a 
process ethically and socially acceptable. They 
focus on fairness, inclusiveness, transparency, 
influence, and independence, important norms 
that guide how engagement should be done to 
be legitimate and just. 

Data collection 
The combination of recorded notes from inter-
views and reported data (survey responses, and 
logs) collected regularly during the project have 
been used for evaluating the process and the 
impacts of engagement. 

Logging of interactions: A template to 
report on all interactions with stakeholders, 
including information on involved stakeholder 
categories, and what type of interactions. 
Researchers in the case studies reported on this 
annually. 

Stakeholder questionnaires: Participants in 
the MARGs workshops were asked to rank, (i) 
the relevance of the environmental challenges 
being addressed, (ii) if project could contribute 
to problem solving in their area, (iii) if they 
could influence the project approach, (iv) if they 
trusted that their opinion would be taken into 
account, (v) on their perspective of added value 
of engaging in the project. The questionnaire 
included possibilities to add qualitative infor-
mation. Stakeholders in 14 cases in 2022, 2024 
and 2025 responded to the questionnaires. 

Interviews: Semi-structured interviews with 
case study researchers in each case were under-
taken in 2022, and in 2024/5 focusing on their 
experience of engagement, establishment of 
relations and trust, and added value (for more 
details, Nesheim et al. 2026). The interactive 
nature of the interviews allowed exploring the 
engagement in the different respective cases, 
regarding experiences, perspectives and atti
tudes of the informants. Each interview lasted 
1,5 – 2 hours. The case study leaders (CSLs) 

received the interview notes for comments and 
confirmation. 

Results 
Instrumental impact: Evaluating engage-
ment for its efficient and strategic inputs
Efficiency of the engagement process was 
evaluated in OPTAIN by considering the crite-
ria, task definition, resource accessibility, cost 
efficiency, which differed across cases and for 
different research tasks. “Task definition”: The 
internal “InterVision meetings” were an impor-
tant mechanism for coordination across the case 
studies as they provided space for discussions 
and agreeing on content of protocols and guide-
lines that were developed prior to the different 
engagement activities provided for clearly defi-
ned tasks. Altogether 32 InterVision meetings 
were organized with CSLs and other project re-
searchers, each including  between 20-30 partici-
pants. “Resource accessibility”: The interviews 
with CSLs indicated that availability of human 
resources, and also time were not always suffi
ciently considered. The need for data in the pro-
ject, perhaps in particular on the understanding 
of policy gaps, laws and regulation, institutions 
and sector responsibilities placed high demand 
on stakeholders, and the timeline of research did 
not always correspond well to the availability of 
some stakeholders (e.g. farmers). “Cost-effi
ciency” was considered in all case studies. Both 
interviews and the logging of stakeholder inter
actions document solutions for cost efficient 
engagement. Successful solutions reported were 
organizing physical workshops in the local study 
area for the convenience of local actors, and 
virtual workshops or hybrid workshops to facili-
tate attendance from national and regional level 
actors. Another cost effective solution was where 
relevant to make use of already established 
platforms for MARGs (Nesheim et al., 2026). 

The impact of information from engagement 
for strategic input to the project was evaluated 
by considering the benefit of engagement for 
research decision making. Overall, CSLs ranked 
in 2022 and in 2024/25 the contribution of 
stakeholders to different research tasks with 
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very high (8 out of 12 CSLs) and high (4 out of 
12 CSLs) value. CSL informed in interviews on 
input from stakeholders to five research tasks: 
environmental data, socio-economic data, selec
tion of measures, indicators and scenarios and 
selection of measures was seen as having the 
highest additional value (for details see Nesheim 
et al. 2026). 

Substantive impact: Evaluating the quality 
and wider effects of interactions 
The quality of engagement was evaluated consi-
dering the criteria, trust, structured decision 
making and multi-actor interaction (Table 2). 
“Trust”: Stakeholders were asked if they expe
rienced that their voice was heard, and if they 
expected that the project would help solve 
environmental challenges. The CSLs were asked 
about the development of relationships, and on 
strategies to promote trust. CSLs in all cases 
explained that relationships and trust with 
stakeholders did develop further. Some said that 
close and frequent cooperation occurred with 
two to three stakeholders. Strategies as transpa-
rency, personal engagement and being respon
sive, continuity of engagement and delivery of 
results were emphasized as mechanisms for 
building trust. Documentation included state-
ments that stakeholders asked for more informa-
tion, for collaboration, and data provision. The 
analysis of the 2025 stakeholder questionnaire 
shows that 97 % of the respondents trusted that 
the project would deliver useful knowledge fully 
or to some degree. 90 % also said that they fully or 
to some degree trusted that their opinion would 
be considered. “Structured decision-making”: It 
was shown to stakeholders how input from pre-
vious engagement activities were considered in 
the project, but time to elaborate on the reasoning 
behind all research decisions was not prioritized 
(information from MARG workshop reports). 
“Multi-actor interaction”: The logging of inte-
ractions documented that multi-actor workshops 
occurred regularly during the project period1. 

1	  Additional to multi-actor interactions, bilateral meetings between 
researchers and stakeholders were over-numbering MARGs, with a peak 
of 179 interactions in 2022.

Four workshops in line with project cycle of tasks 
were organized: this enabled interaction between 
researchers, agricultural and environmental aut-
horities, advisors, farmers and landowners. 

The impact of engagement for environment 
and society – was evaluated considering, increa-
sed awareness, understanding and learning. They 
lead to capacity-building impacts understood as 
changes in skills and expertise, social change 
impacts (changes to social systems, structures, 
behaviours) and environmental change impacts 
(changes in natural resources and ecosystems), 
leading to more interest and implementation of 
NSWRMs. The following quote exemplifies the 
researchers’ perspective; “joint discussions, gave 
us different perspectives from different actors 
and sectors on topics”. The stakeholder question-
naire results (final year) show that participants 
found information from OPTAIN (environmen-
tal pressures, effects of measures, a general 
increased understanding of different perspec
tives) to be of use in other occasions. Engage-
ment that started under OPTAIN lead to some 
new collaborations with authorities, farmers 
associations, and other entities. 

Normative impact: Evaluating democratic 
ideals  
Democratic ideals were evaluated considering 
the criteria, stakeholder representativity, early 
involvement, independence, transparency and 
influence (Table 2). “Representativity”: The 
stakeholder categories defined the first years of 
the project (van den Brink et al., 2022); i.e. 
farmers, authorities, national and local level, 
experts / scientific advisors, private companies 
commercial, NGOs / associations were conside-
red. Regular involvement of stakeholders during 
the project period across activities was only 
reached by some cases and not for all stake
holder types. In some cases, certain stakeholders 
were only involved as part of surveys (i.e. not in 
the MARG workshops) representing “Irregular 
involvement” . “Early involvement”: The logs of 
interactions, and a milestone reports on 
establishment of MARGs documented engage-
ment of stakeholders during the first months of 
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the project. “Independence”: A balanced engage-
ment of actors from water management / nature 
conservation and agricultural sectors indicate 
compliance, and protocols for the MARG work
shops and other engagement activities promoted 
unbiased participation processes. “Transparency”: 
MARG workshop reports document that 
stakeholders were provided with information 
material prior to workshops, minutes from 
workshops were provided to the stakeholders, 
information presented in the local language. 
“Influence”:  The interviews document a mixed 
approach, input from stakeholders were consi-
dered, but in the end, final decisions were taken 
by the researchers. The main hindrance for 
responding to stakeholders’ input to research 
decisions, was the ability of the model to 
calculate indictors for certain measures. 

Discussion   
Holistic frameworks for stakeholder engage-
ment are still relatively scarce, and the literature 
is fragmented across disciplines and traditions. 
This fragmentation contributes to confusion in 
terminology, with overlapping concepts, making 
it difficult to compare studies and accumulate 
knowledge (Jolibert & Wesselink, 2012). The 
evaluation of stakeholder engagement involves 
assessing both the process of engagement (how 
the engagement was designed and facilitated) 
and its impacts (the tangible effects and out
comes resulting from the engagement). 

Instrumental dimensions are essential for 
delivering project outcomes because they focus 
on achieving specific goals for the engagement 
processes. This approach sees engagement as a 
strategic tool to manage stakeholders. 

Substantive dimensions of engagement are 
often the most challenging to  design, conduct 
and evaluate because it has the highest ambi
tion, aiming to reach higher levels of Arnstein’s 
participation ladder (Arnstein, 1969), striving 
for deeper involvement and empowerment of 
stakeholders rather than just communication 
and consultation. It brings social learning where 
participants (here researchers and MARG stake
holders) collectively develop new understand

ing and skills through ongoing interaction, 
enabling shared knowledge, trust, and adaptive 
solutions over time.

Trust is essential for open dialogue, mutual 
understanding, and collaboration, which are 
necessary for addressing complex social and 
political values, and for producing meaningful, 
lasting outcomes. This dimension demands 
ongoing relationship-building, respect for 
diverse perspectives, and willingness to navigate 
conflicts constructively. Normative dimensions 
of stakeholder engagement emphasize ethical 
principles such as representativity, indepen
dence, early involvement and transparency and 
are crucial for designing successful engagement 
approach. Research teams should use ethical 
guidelines to shape processes that not only 
achieve practical goals but also uphold demo-
cratic values and moral responsibility, fostering 
ethical relationships with stakeholders. 

Evaluating the engagement process  
Several criteria across the instrumental, sub-
stantive and normative dimensions addressed in 
this paper were useful for evaluating / assessing 
the engagement process. Moreover, having data 
on the perspective of stakeholders broadened 
the view,  and it fills a significant research gap 
where literature is more developed on guide
lines and best practices (BiodivERsA, 2014; 
Reed, 2008) than with evaluations, especially 
scarce across years and cases.  

In OPTAIN interactive discussions across 
case studies in the InterVision meetings, the 
developed protocols and guidelines for engage-
ment were important for an efficient and targe-
ted engagement process. Furthermore, the 
InterVision meetings represented possibilities 
to voice experiences and reflections on the 
engagement activities. The process contributed 
to a harmonious approach, learning across case 
studies, and possibly less stakeholder fatigue. 
While physical meetings were important, 
allowing virtual and hybrid meetings enabled a 
cost-efficient approach and engagement with 
more stakeholders. Other important strengths 
were the focus on building relationships and 
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trust with stakeholders. The process of building 
relationships was supported by early engage-
ment, transparency (e.g. sharing agendas, and 
minutes), independence (the modelers are inde-
pendent specialists) and being responsive 
(Nesheim et al., 2026). It was experienced that 
close interaction with stakeholders was useful 
and needed for successful co-creation processes. 

Reported challenges in the project were 
resource accessibility due to demand for data 
and time. The demand for data often exceeded 
the available time and resources for both resear-
chers and stakeholders, making the approach 
less accessible in practice. Additionally, the 
stakeholder questionnaire was brief and provi-
ded more general feedback, not capturing 
nuances of engagement (few stakeholders used 
the qualitative part to provide any additional 
feedback). While it might be important to 
address power relations in some projects, it was 
not considered essential in OPTAIN.

Evaluating the impact of engagement 
Particularly criteria associated with the substan-
tive dimension were useful for assessing the 
impact of engagement. The criteria under the 
normative dimension were all process related. 
While impact of engagement also can have the 
potential to contribute to democratic processes 
in society this was not a focus in OPTAIN. 

The OPTAIN project primarily demonstra-
ted the instrumental value of stakeholder enga-
gement for delivering research outcomes, with 
clear added value in supporting research tasks 
through Multi-Actor Reference Groups 
(MARGs). Other process criteria revealed 
mixed results, showing that influence of stake-
holders on research decisions represented 
mixed decision making (but final decisions were 
always taken by researchers), clearly defined 
engagement tasks representing a strength for 
impact of engagement. Regarding impact for 
increased awareness and knowledge, the 
framework adequately addressed the degree 
that engagement contributed to its objectives. 
While information from the interviews, and 
from the stakeholder questionnaire provided 

relevant information for this, it lacked depth. 
The project’s emphasis on trust-building likely 
contributed positively, though these factors are 
inherently difficult to study and quantify. 

Concluding remarks
Although stakeholder engagement is widely 
expected in research projects, comprehensive 
frameworks for designing and assessing it holis-
tically are rare. Existing approaches tend to 
focus on specific aspects or metrics for success, 
rather than integrating instrumental, substan
tive and normative dimensions of engagement. 
Stakeholder engagement in OPTAIN played a 
crucial role by enabling joint fact-finding, co-
designing research features for increased rele-
vance and reliability, and supporting widespread 
communication to researchers, policymakers, 
and the public. The flexible approach to engage-
ment acknowledging the different cultures and 
practices of engagement across cases was 
important for the project success. Having a 
framework for nurturing and evaluating focus 
on engagement in the project contributed to 
general awareness of engagement in the project.  

The OPTAIN experience also shows that 
significant trade-offs exist among criteria 
(instrumental vs. normative, and across process 
criteria); broad participation often compromises 
depth of engagement. ​Although full stakeholder 
representativeness was not achieved, the project’s 
outcomes and impacts remain highly valuable. 
Consortium discussions on criteria/indicators 
and operational mechanisms for engagement are 
important for anchoring the approach.. Our 
contribution in this paper was to present such a 
holistic framework for stakeholder engagement 
evaluation and demonstrate its practical applica-
tion within the OPTAIN project. This can provi-
de research teams with a replicable model for 
designing, monitoring, and refining engagement 
in complex, multi-site projects.
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