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Process expertise in policy advice: Designing
collaboration in collaboration
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Complex societal and environmental challenges motivate scholars to assume new roles that

transcend the boundaries of traditional academic expertise. The present article focuses on

the specialised knowledge, skills, and practices mobilised in the context of science–policy

interfaces by researchers who advise policymakers on collaborative governance processes

intended to address these pressing issues. By working on the backstage of collaborative

arrangements, researchers support policymakers in the co-design of tailor-made strategies

for involving groups of institutional and non-institutional actors in collaboration on a specific

issue. The present article examines the expertise underpinning this practice, which we term

process expertise. While already quite widely practiced, process expertise has not yet been

comprehensively theorised. The study employs a self-reflective case narrative to illuminate

its constitutive elements and investigates the advisory work of the authors’ research team,

called “Co-Creation and Contemporary Policy Advice”, located at the intersection of science,

policymaking, and civil society. The findings show that process expertise, when exercised by

researchers and supported by an assemblage of enabling conditions inherent to the research

context, goes beyond the possession of a set of skills at the individual level. Instead, process

expertise in the context of science–policy interfaces unfolds in interaction with other types of

knowledge and fulfils its task by generating a weakly institutionalised “in-between space”, in

which researchers and policymakers interact to find more inclusive ways of tackling complex

challenges. In this realm, relational work contributes to establishing a collaborative modus

operandi at the very outset of the advisory process, while working at the processual level

supports knowledge co-production among multiple actors. The article argues that it is the

ongoing work of process experts at the intersection of relational and processual levels that

helps maintain momentum in these collaborative partnerships. By formulating and discussing

five constitutive elements of process expertise, this paper untangles the complex work that is

required in collaborative research settings and gives a language to the invisible work per-

formed by researchers who offer policymakers—and other invited actors—advice on the

process of designing collaboration in collaboration.
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Introduction

Over recent decades, the rise of complex societal and
environmental challenges, ranging from climate change
to the current COVID-19 pandemic, has increasingly

fostered a debate on the potential roles that researchers can or
should play in addressing these pressing issues (Pohl et al., 2010).
The present article focuses on the specialised knowledge, skills,
and practices of researchers who advise policymakers on colla-
borative governance. In this context, one or more institutional
authorities opens up previously closed policy arenas to a larger
group of (institutional and non-institutional) actors. The expec-
tation is to generate a broader and multi-perspective under-
standing of the issue at hand, foster creativity in the generation of
solutions, and enlarge societal support for their implementation
(Torfing and Ansell, 2017, p. 37). Accordingly, the advisory
paradigm of “speaking truth to power”, that is of offering evi-
dence to support decision makers, has opened up for “making
sense together” (Hoppe, 1999, cf. also Hoppe, 2005, 2009; Pielke,
2007; Renn, 1995; Strassheim and Canzler, 2019), thus broad-
ening expectations towards researchers’ expertise in policy advice
and calling for the rearticulation of the interactions between
experts, policymakers, and citizens (Carrozza, 2015; cf. Fischer,
2000). With an underlying understanding of the policymaking
process as “collective puzzlement” (Heclo, 1974, p. 305, cited in
Hoppe, 2011), knowledge production, intended as “a group
activity” (Bandola-Gill and Lyall, 2017, p. 254), has shifted from
the linear “knowledge transfer” towards the interactive “knowl-
edge exchange” (Mitton et al., 2007).

Many attempts have been made to typologise the use of advice
in the policy process (Aubin and Brans, 2021), including advisers’
roles (Connaughton, 2010; Mayer et al., 2004; Pielke, 2007), as
well as the style and the substance of advice offered (Howlett and
Lindquist, 2004; Prasser, 2006). Providing advice on collaboration
involves offering substantive input on how to design respective
processes (SAPEA, 2019, p. 58; see also Brand and Karvonen,
2007; Fischer, 2009; Maasen and Weingart, 2005; Martinsen,
2006). But it also requires the ability to foster a “creative attitude”
(Follett, 1930, p. 211) in the advisory arena that is necessary to
collectively address complex issues. As no domain-specific
excellence translates automatically into this competence (Bam-
mer et al., 2020; Bennett and Brunner, 2020; Escobar et al., 2014;
Fischer, 2012), further research is needed with respect to the
constitutive elements of such an expertise, which we term process
expertise. The present article takes up this challenge.

This exploratory work builds upon advisory activities at the
Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS) in Potsdam,
Germany, where our research group (“Co-Creation and Con-
temporary Policy Advice”) has experimented with and conducted
research on collaborative approaches at the intersection of sci-
ence, policymaking, and civil society. These include, for instance,
supporting local municipalities in co-developing (along with
societal actors) mobility strategies in public space during the
COVID-19 pandemic; planning together with city mayors and
public servants the implementation of citizen councils to set
priorities for the future development of a district in Berlin; and
advising regional and national governments on how to co-
develop pathways towards a sustainable future together with
affected actors, as part of the coal phase-out in the Lusatia region.

To conceptualise the kinds of expertise underpinning this
practice, and thus contribute to the related debates, we scrutinise
our experiences and undertake a self-reflective case narrative
(Becker and Renger, 2017), inquiring: “What do researchers do
(and how) when they advise policymakers on collaboration pro-
cesses, and what kind of expertise do they rely on?” To approach
this question, we offer an overview of the main debates on how to
define expertise, provide an exploratory definition of process

expertise in the context of science–policy interfaces, and sub-
stantiate this with literature dealing with facilitation; secondly, we
introduce the context of our advisory work at the IASS and illus-
trate the research methods underpinning our investigation; thirdly,
based on the results of our analysis, we formulate and discuss five
constitutive elements of process expertise. Finally, we reflect on the
pathways for improving the application of process expertise that is
necessary in such advisory contexts within and beyond academia.

Defining expertise
Anyone trying to offer an answer to “what expertise really is and
how it actually works” (De Donà, 2021, p. 82) enters surprisingly
slippery semantic ground. On the one hand, everyone seems to
understand the term ‘expertise’ in its everyday use. The more or
less common ground is rooted in the etymology of the word expert,
from the Latin verb experiri, namely “to try”. A related expertus is
“someone who is experienced, has risked and endured something,
is proven and tested” (Grundmann, 2017, p. 27). On the other
hand, the tendency observable in scholarly disputes is rather to
underline the challenge of offering a straightforward or uncon-
tested definition of this concept (cf. Ward et al., 2019) without
ending in the tautological trap of defining expertise as “what
experts have that non-experts do not” (Nunn, 2008, p. 415).

Different disciplines and approaches to the study of expertise
offer alternative perspectives on this subject (Ward et al., 2019). One
of the biggest debates unfolds between those scholars who hold that
expertise is relational (Grundmann, 2017), namely “constructed” in
dialogue with certain audiences (Pfister and Horvath, 2014), and
therefore attributed by someone else (Kotzee and Smit, 2018, p. 99;
see also, e.g., Fischer, 2009; Jasanoff, 2003; Wynne, 2003), and those
who see expertise as “real, namely relying on the experience and
competencies of the person” (Kotzee and Smit, 2018, p. 100, refer-
ring to Longino, 2002). Another strand of debate differentiates
between expertise as an “internal property” of a person, resulting
from constant individual practice, or as an “external construct of a
community”, thus also including its consumers and regulators, and
the context in which expertise operates (Nunn, 2008, p. 414). A
practice perspective suggests moving away from understanding
expertise as “owned” towards being “applied”, which combines
“understanding and doing” (Pellizzoni, 2011, p. 766, p. 767, also
referring to Turner, 2003; Goldman, 2006; Schatzki, 2001). Eyal and
Pok move even further away from the actor-centred perspective and
perceive expertise as “in-between space” connecting different arenas
(2015, pp. 41–42). In these terms, expertise includes devices, tools,
the contributions of other experts, institutional and spatial
arrangements, and the concepts that organise experts’ intervention
(Eyal and Pok, 2015, p. 47). Eyal (2019) also adds another major line
of debate, namely whether expertise is a matter of embodied and
tacit knowledge, or rather of abstract and explicit rules.

Collins et al. (2016, p. 109), who advocate for realistic accounts
and for retaining “a separate sphere for technical debates so as to
preserve a notion of expertise”, notably differentiate between
“interactional” expertise, which allows for conversing with experts
within a field, and can be gained by immersion within a specific
discourse of a given domain, and “contributory” expertise, which
allows not only for conversing, but for making contributions to a
field in question. One becomes a contributory expert by colla-
borating with other contributory experts and acquiring their
skills, being immersed not only via language, but also via practice
(Collins, 2014, p. 65, cited in Grundmann, 2017, p. 33). The
concept of interactional expertise has initiated much interest in
the forms, skills, and motivations behind collaboration among
experts from different disciplines. Contributing to this strand of
research, Kennedy (2019) distinguishes four different categories
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of motivation for developing interactional expertise. The respec-
tive profiles include “learners” (who want to gain knowledge
about a target field), “challengers” (who want to influence or
change a given domain), “collaborators” (who are interested in
learning and working across sectors), and “mediators/facilitators”
(who are driven by an interest in “resolving a disagreement or
enabling dialogue, the experience of learning about each group, or
the process of assisting in the bridging of these divides”) (p. 225,
p. 226). Acquiring the vocabulary of another scientific commu-
nity might also play a key role in a trading zone, in which some
kind of “pidgin” or “creole” (Galison, 2010, p. 25) is created for
the purpose of communication across disciplines. This trading
zone, facilitated by interactional expertise, has the potential to
become a new field of expertise (Gorman, 2010). Barley et al.
argue that the management of information and communication
within and between domains “involves its own, unique forms of
knowledge”, which they call process expertise (2020, p. 5, p. 6).

Throughout the literature on expertise, several authors claim to
offer a pragmatic conceptualisation of expertise that could allow
productive exchange among research communities and offer some
guidance despite ongoing disputes and divides (cf. SAPEA, 2019).
One possibility is to acknowledge the context-related usefulness of
different traditions of expertise studies, as “[n]o single notion related
to expertise is necessary or sufficient for or definitive of expertise”
(Nunn, 2008, p. 415). Another possibility is to look for a common
denominator, as in the case of Kotzee and Smit (2018,
p. 113), who aim to overcome the divide between constructivist and
realist approaches through “a single, coherent conception of exper-
tise”, which they explain as “a three-part relationship among a sub-
ject, an object and a comparison class”. Garret et al. (2009) criticise
the discipline-bounded nature of studies on expertise and argue
against the use of categories such as “explicit” and “tacit” that—in
their view—offer “little underlying information as to the make-up of
the expertise” (p. 93) and are mutually exclusive (p. 94). They instead
propose viewing expertise from a multi-disciplinary perspective and
provide a comprehensive account that focuses on three interrelated
factors: “the content of knowledge required to complete a task at the
individual or group level, the operational context for which that
knowledge is useful, the process by which that knowledge is utilised”
(2009, p. 100, p. 103, emphasis added). In the next section, we
propose an exploratory definition of process expertise based on these
three coordinates.

Process expertise
The term “process expertise”—with various linguistic nuances—has
already been proposed by several authors to illustrate expertise
focused on the process of engagement (Escobar, 2015), on commu-
nication within and across domains (Barley et al., 2020; Treem and
Barley, 2016), on the art of creating “forums that give voice to
publics” (Felt and Fochler, 2010, p. 220), and on interacting with
local knowledge (Yanow, 2003). Chilvers speaks of “participatory
process experts” by referring to those “who design, facilitate, and
evaluate participatory processes and articulate public under-
standings” (2008, p. 162). Moore contrasts “substantive expertise” on
the matter of deliberation with “processual expertise”, defined as “the
expertise of facilitators in conducting deliberations” (2012, p. 153).
While many of these definitions hint in the same direction as our
understanding of process expertise, as yet there is no systematic
elaboration on the constitutive elements of the concept. Lee, in her
long-term study of public engagement professionals, states that “there
is no name for what dialogue and deliberation experts do” (Lee, 2015,
p. 55). In this article, we take on the challenge of rendering process
expertise more identifiable, systematised, and accessible (Bammer
et al., 2020, p. 8), and focus on expertise mobilised by researchers
while advising policymakers on collaborative arrangements.

As a first step, we present our exploratory definition of process
expertise in the context of science–policy interfaces, by following
the three elements suggested by Garrett and colleagues’ (2009)
framework (content; operational context; process):

Process expertise consists of knowledge on process design
(content) for planning collaborative arrangements with
policymakers in advisory settings (operational context) by
facilitating knowledge co-production among involved actors
(process). Process expertise, in other words, offers advice on
the process for designing collaboration in collaboration.

In the next two subsections, we substantiate this definition by
building upon literature devoted to facilitation. An exhaustive
review of all debates on the topic would exceed the scope of this
article; consequently, the goal is to identify key elements to
provide a foundation for our empirical analysis.

The makers of collaboration. The “makers” (Lee, 2015) of col-
laborative settings are variously referred to in the literature as
experts of community (Rose, 1999), public engagement profes-
sionals (Lee, 2015), facilitative leaders (Gash, 2016), professional
participation practitioners (Cooper and Smith, 2012), or delib-
erative consultants (Hendriks and Carson, 2008). We call them
facilitators (Dillard, 2013; Escobar, 2019; Mansbridge et al., 2006;
Moore, 2012). Literature dealing with facilitation offers key
insights into both the content of knowledge and the process by
which process expertise is utilised to establish and nourish col-
laborative environments, conceived as an “extremely sophisti-
cated” (Lee, 2015, p. 224), “invisible”, but “persistent and skilled
labour” that operates at a relational, pragmatic and political level
(Bennett and Brunner, 2020, p. 10, p. 15).

A wide variety of practices lies at the foundation of facilitation
work (Bryson et al., 2013; Jacobs et al., 2009; Mansbridge et al.,
2006). One strand of the literature focuses on the skills that support
collaborative work. Quick and Sandfort, who investigated the
learning practices of facilitators, summarise them as “skills for
managing discursive exchange and group dynamics” (2017, p. 235).
Another strand aims at uncovering the rationale which guides
facilitators’ action. Escobar frames the work of facilitators in
Goffmanian terms of “seeking to assemble new interaction orders
by carrying out transformative processes” (Escobar, 2014, p. 256).
Goffman (1983, p. 5) defines interaction orders as “domain[s] of
activity” that lay “the ground rules for a game” such as a country’s
traffic code or a language’s grammar. By focusing on the quality of
interaction with counterparts, facilitators foster new modes of
relating to each other (Escobar et al., 2014, p. 92), build and maintain
relationships (Escobar et al., 2014, p. 460; Bennett and Brunner,
2020; Westling et al., 2014), and support the group in developing
readiness to “visualise reality from the perspective of others”
(Williams, 2002, p. 115). A third strand focuses on facilitators’
activities and approaches to shape the communicative process with
norms and rules towards “rigorous deliberative exchanges” (Dillard,
2013, p. 218). Deliberative practitioners “listen critically to appreciate
multiple forms of knowledge” (Forester, 2013, p. 19) and activate the
tacit knowledge of the group (Quick and Sandfort, 2017). Facilitators
do not perceive themselves as substantially contributing to the
discussion (Escobar et al., 2014, p. 96), so that their interventions are
considered successful if participants perceive their role as “invisible”
(Lee, 2015, p. 114). In this regard, Fischer speaks of “participatory
expertise” as a new kind of expertise, where “the participatory
professional operates from the local contexts in its own terms, rather
than prescribing premises from above” (Fischer, 2003, p. 190).

The backstage of collaboration. The operational context on
which much attention in the literature is focused refers to the
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so-called “frontstage” of collaborative arrangements, namely the
performative phase in which the involved actors come together to
deliberate (Escobar, 2015). While these studies offer important
insights into the mechanisms of collaborative governance (e.g.
communicative methods, participants’ recruitment strategies,
choice of themes, role of facilitators), they only investigate one
side of the coin. Such a perspective, indeed, “lack[s] accounts of
the backstage policy work carried out […] to set up the frontstages
of participatory governance” (Escobar, 2015, p. 3, italics in ori-
ginal, building on Goffman, 1971). It is on the backstage that the
making of collaborative governance actually takes place and
where fine-grained choices shape the rationale, framing, and rules
structuring the collaborative space (Molinengo, forthcoming).
Here, those responsible for a collaborative arrangement “[turn]
myriad agendas, actors, interactions, spaces, materials… into
manageable plans and stories” (Escobar, 2019, p. 188) and
develop a process design, which functions as a roadmap for
collaboration (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Bryson et al., 2013; Kadlec
and Friedman, 2007). Process design “describes the where, when,
and how of collaborative governance” (Purdy, 2012, p. 411) and
includes decisions on—among others—the participants to be
invited, modes of interaction and communication to be imple-
mented, information to be shared, and results to be produced
(Bobbio, 2019, p. 43). For a collaborative process to be productive,
therefore, involves much more than “the pragmatic work of
facilitating a discussion” (Forester, 2013, p. 18).

Research methods
The investigation is based on a self-reflective case narrative that
“prioritize[s] the narrator’s own meaning making” (Becker and
Renger, 2017, p. 141), focused on the work of our IASS research
team in ongoing advisory processes. The institutional context of
IASS, within which the project operates, is unique: The institute was
founded in 2009 as a joint initiative of the German Federal Gov-
ernment, the Federal State of Brandenburg, and the research
organisations of the German Science Alliance, with a mandate to
understand, advance, and accompany transformations towards
sustainable development. To pursue this, IASS has developed a
specific research approach (Nanz et al., 2017), based on the inter-
play between transformation and transformative research. While
transformation research “studies the conditions, mechanisms and
causes of processes of social change [and] generates descriptive or
analytical knowledge”, transformative research “aims to advance
and facilitate processes of societal change by developing possible
solutions and supporting their implementation through inter- and
transdisciplinary research practice” (Meisch, 2020, p. 8). Providing
policy advice, therefore, is closely connected to the IASS’s founding
mandate and to part of its research approach. Five-year periods of
basic funding, access to communicative channels with the policy-
making field at national, regional, and local levels, and to relevant
networks provide fertile ground for researchers to experiment with
forms of policy advice that aspire to be, as our German project title
says, “zeitgemäß”, namely aligned with the complexity that shapes
current sustainability issues. Within this context, we zoomed in
(Nicolini, 2009) on different exemplars (Flyvbjerg, 2006) of our
practice in the years 2017–2020.

The case study. The case study examines our team members’
practices when co-designing with policymakers—and other
invited actors—tailor-made strategies to include a broader circle
of actors in addressing complex societal and environmental
challenges. Their advice does not offer the policymaking coun-
terpart potential solutions for the issue to tackle; instead, it
designs the communicative path to address the problem at hand

collectively. To exemplify, we briefly introduce two ongoing
activities led by IASS team members:

The first activity involves advising a local Berlin municipality
on collaborative mobility transition strategies in the city. Since
2019, at the heart of this advisory activity is the establishment of
regular meetings among public servants, politicians, researchers,
and civil society organisations, co-initiated and facilitated by a
member of our research team, wherein different logics can
confront and learn from each other. At the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, when public administrations faced strong
pressure to act and many people started shifting their work
activities online (many for the first time), this pre-established
communicative routine enabled collaborative, focused and
productive online meetings. In this setting, researchers facilitated
a knowledge co-production process of prototyping a series of
unprecedented mobility measures to guarantee citizens safe
bicycle trips across the city and social distancing in public spaces
(e.g. bike lanes and temporary play streets1) and advised the
group on how to include the citizenry in their planning,
implementation, and evaluation.

Another activity consists of planning—together with a mayor
and public servants of another Berlin district—a sequence of so-
called citizen councils (Asenbaum, 2020; Rough, 2002), a
participatory format made up of 12–15 randomly selected citizens,
to formulate recommendations to the local administration
concerning the future development of the district. The process
began when a citizen initiative contacted a team member due to his
expertise around this participatory method. He then supported the
citizen group in drafting and presenting to the municipality a
proposal to host citizen councils. Within just a few weeks, the
citizen representatives and district mayor met to discuss the idea.
The researcher has since worked with this multi-stakeholder group
to design the collaborative activities, embed the citizen councils’
results within the political agenda, and is currently supporting the
mayor and public servants in developing competencies to under-
take a more responsive role in these participatory processes.

Data collection. This study has a basic, yet potentially proble-
matic assumption: we assume that the concept of process
expertise can be investigated by analysing the practices of our
team. In doing so, we place ourselves in the role of process
experts, at the risk of seeming arrogant to the reader and, most
importantly, of lacking the necessary critical distance to the object
of study. In order to address this issue, we undertook the fol-
lowing measures in our data-collection strategy: 1. We employed
a reflection-in-action approach (Schön, 1987), in order to
decrease the “chronological–physical separation from action, such
that reflection can usefully be said to take place in the midst of
action” (Yanow and Tsoukas, 2009, p. 1340); 2. To better identify
potential gaps and shadows in our conceptualisation of process
expertise, we invited an external researcher [RF] to contribute to
this study as a third author; 3. To navigate our positionality in
each step of the process of data collection and analysis, we fol-
lowed the “formative accompanying research approach” (FAR)
conceived by Freeth and Vilsmaier, which centres on the
“dynamic positionality” of the investigators between learning
about, with and for a collaborative research team (2020, p. 2).
Drawing on selected elements of FAR, we divided the data-
gathering strategy into two main phases:

The learning about phase included:

1. Self-reflection by the first author [GM] on the motivation
and scope of the present study (Becker and Renger, 2017),
based on the author’s own assumptions about the practice
of process expertise and participatory observation in
advisory processes.
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2. Three reflection rounds on (point 1) together with the
second author [DS] (project lead) and the third author [RF]
(senior fellow and later associated scholar at the IASS).

3. One-to-one semi-structured interviews with each of the six
members of the team (including GM and DS), focused on
specific exemplars of their advisory activities. To collect
information, we undertook a practice-centred approach and
investigated how interviewees construct the problems they
intend to tackle and how solutions are achieved through
processes of structured interaction (Colebatch, 2006,
p. 314).

The subsequent learning with phase, which took place two weeks
after the last interview had been conducted, consisted of a two-
hour collective reflection with the team members on their practice,
in order to expand reflexivity at a group level (Berger, 2015, p. 222).
This balanced input elements (e.g., sharing results from the
interviews) with other activities in order to enquire, even
provocatively, about team members’ positionalities (e.g., “Are you
a researcher, an advisor, or a process designer?”). The core element
comprised two rounds of collective sense-making, wherein team
members reflected on the key skills behind their practice and the
challenges of fulfilling an advisory role. Within this setting, GM
acted as first moderator for the discussion, with DS participating in
the discussion and acting as second moderator in case GM wished
to intervene as a participant. RF offered observations toward the
end of the conversation and invited the group to elaborate on
specific issues. In this way, we worked transparently in different
roles and, at the same time, gained some critical distance thanks to
the third author’s presence. Following the data analysis and an
initial draft of the present article, team members were invited to
critically comment on the draft text.

The final learning for phase is beyond the scope of the current
article; rather, we expect the present article to become the
foundation for future analysis. Subsequently, a future discussion
round, involving the same constellation of participants, will
critically approach the effects of these lessons on the team
members’ practice, and identify actions to integrate this kind of
expertise more strongly into the team’s work.

Data analysis. The data analysis combines an abductive approach
(Blaikie and Priest, 2019; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012) and
grounded theory (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007; Glaser and Strauss,
1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). We thereby integrated our
experience in advisory settings with new data emerging from
empirical work explicitly focused on our specific research ques-
tion, and respective debates in the literature. In the first stage of
analysis, we reviewed the data generated in the learning about
phase through an iteration of open coding of the one-to-one
interview transcripts. Building on this, we identified thematic
categories that supported a second round of coding and inte-
grated the analysis of the two-hour collective reflection tran-
scripts. Also in this analysis phase, roles were split in order to
foster critical reflection: GM analysed data, while DS and RF
pointed “to possible projections and ignoring of content by the
researcher” (Berger, 2015, p. 230) in the ways that the data had
been interpreted.

Results
In this section, we present findings related to process expertise
based on the analysis of the advisory practice of designing col-
laboration in collaboration with policymakers. We do so by
illustrating: 1. the researchers’ guiding rationale in these settings;
2. the relational and processual levels at which process expertise
operates; 3. the skills underlying process expertise; 4. a con-
ceptualisation of process expertise as operating in an “in-between

space”; 5. the conditions that enable researchers to operate as
process experts in advisory settings.

The researchers’ guiding rationale. Depending on context,
researchers might follow different motivations to engage in the
processes of collaboration and to develop the skills required to
collaborate effectively. Kennedy (2019) offers insights into
developing interactional expertise in interdisciplinary coopera-
tion, whereas we offer a more transdisciplinary perspective and
concentrate on collaboration between experts and policymakers
in the context of science–policy interfaces.

The rationale guiding team members’ activities in their advisory
practice entails achieving both societal and research impacts. In
terms of societal outcomes, researchers aim to establish new
interaction orders (Escobar, 2014; Goffman, 1983) within the
democratic system, at both macro and micro levels. The generation
of new “interactions”2, specifically in contexts where “societal
change is currently being shaped, negotiated, or even contested”,
emerged as a recurring theme in the analysis. Referring to the
macro level, one researcher involved in implementing citizen
councils at municipality level framed their rationale in terms of
“upgrading” the current political system and the ways in which
different groups of actors interact with each other. Following this,
another researcher mentioned their work with Berlin policymakers
on drafting and implementing a new mobility law. In their
understanding, the co-design of a collaborative process to involve
civil society in developing new measures for the city’s mobility
transition attempted to generate “collective meaning” beyond the
production of a simple “piece of paper”. It fostered citizens’
understanding and, consequently, their active participation in the
implementation stage. Researchers observe that the problems
plaguing communication in policymaking processes also manifest
at the micro level. One researcher mentioned experiences from the
annual Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change (COP) in 2018, where: “you often
have three or four people speaking on a podium, and then people
sitting in rows of chairs, who are supposed to listen, but who are
actually writing emails and playing on their mobile phones”.
Researchers’ counterproposal to what they called a “format for
downloading information” (or, as framed in a blog article by one of
the team members, “a culture of untapped potential”, cf. Bruhn,
2017) was to substantiate the scope of the conference—namely
networking, lobbying and decision making—with the establish-
ment of a “Co-Creative Reflection and Dialogue Space” at the
following COP in Madrid in 2019. Here, they initiated dialogue
sessions at which participants were invited to generate new ideas
on how to improve the culture of interaction at the COP (Wamsler
et al., 2020).

From a research perspective, the guiding rationale consists of
establishing new interaction orders between researchers and
policymakers with the intention of generating knowledge from
and for the practice. In these advisory settings, team members
attempt to foster a mutual learning cycle with the actors they are
working with: “we try to bring them together, by learning with
them and, at the same time, to share with them what we have
learned”. By participating actively in the backstage of policy
processes, researchers have “access” to information, actors, and
networks they would not normally have and the chance to
closely investigate those (micro) dynamics that influence the
design and implementation of such collaborative spaces: “At the
same time, as a social scientist, while hearing the counterpart’s
expectations, you are also listening-in to your research subject.
[…] you are thereby learning a lot—not only at a strategic level,
but you also gain a better idea of what could actually be
investigated.”
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The interplay of relational and processual levels. Our analysis
shows that process expertise operates at two levels: relational and
processual. These two levels complement each other. The rela-
tional level helps create conditions conducive to collaboration,
while the processual level takes advantage of those conditions to
co-design a collaborative strategy within the advisory setting.

Relational level. Working at the relational level aims to facilitate
the creation of collaborative relations in the setting where process
expertise operates. Thus, our first argument is:

1. Process expertise generates conditions at the relational level
for the advisory process to take place.

At the macro scale, the task consists of creating new
communication channels within or beyond a given organisation,
and of generating institutional support, and thus legitimacy, for the
emerging collaborative process to take place. This work entails
creating the conditions for different actors to meet in a common
setting, experience the mutual benefit of working together
(Townsend, 2014, p. 117) and the resulting “collaborative
advantage” (Huxham, 1996) of these spaces. One example here is
citizen councils where, during the design phase, a team member
suggested building a “project group” responsible for steering the
process. This group featured the mayor, civil servants from the city
district, representatives of political parties, and representatives of the
citizen initiative. The researcher supported the group in drafting
agendas in advance of their meetings and facilitated the sessions in
the background by posing questions and ensuring all voices were
being heard. Bringing together a constellation of such diverse actors
and facilitating their interactions had two goals, according to the
researcher. First, it established new relationships between policy-
makers and civil society to synergistically combine resources (e.g.,
knowledge, funding). Second, it fostered alliances among indivi-
duals, which also contributed to sustainable communication ties
during the implementation phase. After one year, as the researcher
reports, “we have built up a basis of trust, and the communication
flow works fine. […] People have found each other”. Yet, relational
work also takes place by spontaneous interventions ‘in situ’. For
instance, a researcher involved in advisory activities on the coal
phase-out process in the Lusatia region intentionally made use of a
frontstage event featuring both political representatives and local
actors in order to establish new relations between these two groups
that otherwise had limited opportunities to communicate: “I went to
[name of politician] in a break […] and […] figured that he needed
two things. Then I said, okay, one of these issues can be discussed
right now [during the workshop]”. In the following workshop
session, the researcher raised the issue and invited local actors to
contribute their experience. This intervention also had effects at the
processual level: it resulted in the co-design of a local participation
strategy presented to the regional government. In this way, the
researcher made use of a frontstage event to inform policymakers,
working backstage on upcoming collaborative arrangements, and
fostered co-production between the two settings.

At the micro level, relational work focuses on face-to-face
interactions (Escobar et al., 2014) and encourages reciprocal
listening, reflection, and an atmosphere of trust. Building a rapport
between counterparts, respectful of divergent positions, can open up
resources and knowledge normally not shared in such processes. A
researcher describes how the initially defensive attitude of the
interlocutor (“their body language was something like: ‘we are ready
for confrontation’”) changed when he suggested starting the meeting
by discussing each person’s personal motivation for participating in
the process: “At that point you could notice how their body language
relaxed, and they said: ‘Okay, now we have to re-think this whole
event. Good to know that you are interested in our opinion, and that

you want to listen to our concerns’”. This example shows how
process expertise explicitly contributes to generating new interaction
orders by fostering communicative framings “beyond fixed interests
and positions”. Researchers can also introduce new interaction
orders by embodying them. For example, a team member related
how he and colleagues initiated the “Co-Creative Reflection and
Dialogue Space” at the COP in Madrid. Since this was an
uncommon format for the audience of negotiators, climate policy
advisors, and scientists, the researchers encountered some difficulties
in recruiting participants. The three researchers therefore decided to
sit in the middle of the room and started a dialogue with each other:
“and just because of this […] people came in. And afterwards the
room was packed”. Embodying a new way to interact with each
other can support a group in overcoming established conventions.

Processual level. Working at the processual level has the objective
of facilitating knowledge co-production in the advisory setting,
once the conditions of a more trusting and collaborative atmo-
sphere have been created. Our second argument is that:

2. Process expertise encompasses the capacity to co-design a
collaborative process, by structuring and supervising the co-
production of knowledge of multiple actors.

A researcher describes such an intervention as “advising on the
process”: “we […] help shape a path that can lead to a solution,
although we can’t see the solution ourselves”. Similarly, Lee, in her
analysis of public engagement professionals practice, underlines
their focus on the “quality and integrity” of the process (2015, pp.
90–92). Researchers’ advice offers a “structure” to the dialogic
interaction, leading towards co-production of knowledge and the
co-design of a collaborative process. The way they describe their
knowledge on process design (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Bryson
et al., 2013; Kadlec and Friedman, 2007; Purdy, 2012) suggests a
mental map that guides their understanding of collaborative
processes. This map includes, for instance, an established and
tested “question-set”, as one of the researchers called it: “Who do
you need to engage, on which issue, and how? And why is this
collaborative arrangement actually necessary?” These questions
lay the focus on the essential ingredients for collaboration to take
place. Constantly connecting the co-production of ideas of the
group with the identified purpose of the assignment is a further
element of this mental map (“you always need these learning loops
to check: wait, does this still serve the original purpose [of the
collaborative arrangement]?”). Researchers speak of the co-design
of new interaction orders as an ongoing process of “divergence”
and “convergence”, borrowing an expression often used in the
facilitation community of ‘The Art of Hosting’3. In the former,
participants are invited to develop new ideas and perspectives on
the issue, while in convergence phases researchers attempt to
operationalise discussions into workable action plans: “At some
point I just tried to ask the classic questions […] and to bring
some structure to the conversation so that people can work a little
more consciously with: What is possible in this context? What
are the next steps? And also: Who is actually taking care of the
implementation of these steps?” The co-production of knowledge
is thus condensed into concrete prototypes, plans, strategies, and
responsibilities. The researchers’ intervention does not end at the
design of the collaborative arrangement in the backstage; instead,
they supervise its implementation and unfolding over time at the
frontstage. Molinengo and Stasiak describe the practice of
“supervising” as the attempt by process experts to guide or adjust
the original design of the collaborative arrangement according to
the dynamics that emerge during its implementation (2020,
p. 6407). This is exemplified by a team member who reports that,
while implementing a series of citizen councils, their work
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consisted of providing backstage support for the conveners from
the public administration: “Here I often had the role of […]
working with other people [public servants] to ensure that the
agreed path is being followed and the set goals are being pursued”.
In the implementation phase, the mental map and its defined
goals and activities provide orientation for researchers to
supervise and potentially adjust future paths.

Skills involved in process expertise. In order to analyse the
sources of process expertise, we first investigated the individual
skills of team members. In the course of analysis, however, we
realised that teamwork also actively contributed to the develop-
ment of process expertise. Hence, we propose our third argument:

3. Process expertise is cultivated, fostered, and implemented not
only at the individual level but also within the team—as a
collective practice to advance researchers’ advisory work.

Individual practice. The research team has six members: five
with an academic background in social sciences (political sci-
ences, sociology, public administration studies, and applied lin-
guistics) and one physicist. Such diverse academic training is very
useful while offering advice. One example is training in “sys-
tematic listening”: “where you really try to understand the per-
spective of the other person. […] what kind of problem do they
actually have to solve, these politicians? My impression is that they
usually can’t even formulate that themselves. But you can try to
support it by listening”. Similarly, analytical skills can contribute
to identifying crucial, but as yet unaddressed, dimensions of the
problem in dialogue with the counterpart (“[you] can spot where
it’s going to get difficult, where social conflicts might occur or just
the process doesn’t make sense anymore”). Skills acquired via
academic training and research are complemented in the team by
experience in advocacy and facilitation work. Past collaborations
with politicians and public servants, for instance, allow
researchers to better understand the modus operandi of the
policymaking world. Competence in the fields of collaborative
leadership, agile project management, and facilitation (including
approaches such as Art of Hosting, Design Thinking, Dynamic
Facilitation, Process Work and Deep Democracy) is also of much
practical value in this realm. For instance, “thinking in proto-
types” is mentioned by several researchers as a key ability, helping
to translate abstract ideas into tangible suggestions that come
across in the exchange with policymakers. Individual disposi-
tional attributes, as also highlighted in the facilitation literature
(Lee, 2015), contribute to fine-grained relationship-building skills:
“When you start explaining things […] (said a researcher to a
colleague in the collective reflection session) it is very […] inviting
because of your gestures, because of the way your eyes light up. […]
[In this way you can] connect to people very quickly”. Another
researcher highlighted how a colleague’s way of positioning
himself towards the counterpart with “a deep respect, although
you might not share their position” allowed interlocutors to share
their perspective without feeling judged or criticised. One can
thereby make others “feel valued […] [in the] knowledge they
possess”. Furthermore, researchers seemed to have specific atti-
tudes while performing their advisory function. One researcher
reflected on his reaction to statements such as: “no, this is not
possible” which he often heard from policymakers. “I deliberately
hold on to the belief that governance processes are human-made.
And this means that it is possible for us to design them differently,
[and that] we define the rules of the game.”

Team practice. Although researchers’ individual skills underpin
process expertise, the analysis reveals that it is also cultivated,

fostered, and—above all—implemented as a collective practice within
the team. The interviews referred to “teamwork”, namely the ability
of engaging in and fostering collective practice, as “a precondition” for
many of the research group’s activities. The team was described as the
place where researchers support each other in the strategic planning
of advisory processes, “to make a reflected proposal to the outside
world”. “[A] clarifying process arises in the team […] where the other
team members […] point out potential challenges [connected to the
specific context] or come up with new ideas”. These ritualised spaces
for exchange differ from conventional peer-to-peer mechanisms in
research practices. Here, those individual skills identified in the
previous section are practiced within the team with the goal of
contributing to the architecture of advisory processes. Such open
communication among researchers relies on a shared set of basic
distinctions acquired in the team’s practice over the years (Schön,
1983, quoted in Yanow and Tsoukas, 2009) since its foundation in
2017. Starting the week with a 30-min meeting in which each
member updates the others on their upcoming tasks, plus a mod-
erated 2-h meeting mid-week, allow the six members to maintain an
overview of the team activities, to efficiently make decisions, share
with their colleagues the current challenges of their advisory work,
and co-develop strategies to tackle them. The practice of process
expertise—seen by the team as crucial to running its activities—is
explicitly trained and reflected upon during these meetings. Fur-
thermore, including the elements of agile (Morrison et al., 2019) and
strengths-focused (Clifton and Harter, 2003) approaches in leading
the team, as well as balancing the orientation towards effectiveness
and relationships (Kahane, 2010) encourages the proactivity of its
members, stimulates collaboration instead of concurrence, and fosters
co-ownership of the research agenda. As one of the researchers
framed it: “I wonder if you can even be a single ‘process expert’. I feel
it’s definitely a collective process to enact process expertise. […] [It is] a
collective capacity, instead of owning a set of skills as an individual and
then bringing it to others. […] it is a situated collective experience.”

Practicing process expertise in a collective manner is
particularly relevant given that their work takes place in volatile
contexts such as policymaking: “on a terrain that is often fragile
[…] so that my intervention today may no longer be appropriate
tomorrow”. This implies a higher “risk” for researchers and may
have consequences for their academic activity, given the fact that
research timelines and lists of publications do not make an
exception for collaborative research approaches (Bennett and
Brunner, 2020, p. 13): “you have to take into account that you
may not deliver results very quickly, for example. Or that the
original plan may blow up. […] Anything can happen.” These
observations relate to the argument of Balmer and colleagues, that
“taking risks” is a core element of collaborative work in research
(2015, p. 20). During the team discussion, the issues of “courage”
and “risk-taking”, necessary to work as researchers in such
settings, came up several times. Courage was connected to fears of
practicing something unusual, within both the policymaking and
academic worlds, while teamwork, again, was seen as crucial for
coping with risk: “I don’t think that anyone is born a coward, you
know [laughs]; I think it has a lot to do with trust and a feeling of
confidence—not in yourself but in the situation and also in others
in the situation. […] imagine we would just have this sort of group
where we feel so at ease that we can take risks […] then I think
courage can grow even more, you know […] courage can be a
product of collaboration. […] it’s something that you can create”.
The team practice, both in terms of co-producing new ideas and
generating a solid basis of trust among members, appeared very
supportive for the researchers’ work in advisory settings.

Process expertise in “in-between spaces”. Limiting the analysis
of process expertise to the individual skills and its team practice
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would be insufficient to cover its unfolding in relation with pol-
icymakers. Building on Eyal and Pok’s definition of expertise as
an “in-between space” connecting different arenas (2015,
pp. 41–42), we develop our fourth argument:

4. Process expertise unfolds in the interaction among actors and
contributes to generating a space between research and
policymaking, where new interaction orders emerge.

The analysis of the research team’s advisory activities shows that
accessing the policymaking backstage of collaboration can take place
in different ways and is often linked to windows of opportunity. In
the advisory activity around tackling mobility challenges raised by
the pandemic, pre-existing trusted relationships with policymakers—
established by the long-term immersion in the field of a team
member through their research and advocacy activities—generated
the basis for quickly joining forces. In the activity on implementing
citizen councils at municipal level, engaged citizens who had heard
about this participatory methodology approached an IASS
researcher with a reputation and theoretical expertise in this
domain, seeking support in presenting a proposal to the district
mayor. In a third possibility—as in the case of the coal phase-out in
the Lusatia region—IASS researchers actively integrated policy
advice activities into their research strategy at project outset and
sought interested partners at the policymaking level during the
research design phase. What connects all these activities is what
researchers refer to in the interviews as the “exploratory phase”, or
“phase zero”, as conceptually formulated by one of them (Herberg,
2020). It is in this phase, at the outset of the advisory process, that
researchers actively facilitate an enquiry process for both parties—
researchers and policymakers—to discuss the object of collaboration,
(re-)frame the problem to be tackled, get to know the counterparts’
resources, identify interdependencies, define roles and tasks, and
verify their own motivation and interests. This lays the foundation
for each actor to identify their own collaborative advantage
(Huxham, 1996) and decide upon their participation in this advisory
space. In phase zero, researchers facilitate and structure the exchange
by “influencing from the very beginning the dialogic setting”, both at
the relational and processual level. By asking specific questions to the
interlocutor, researchers move beyond their own knowledge and
experience, to sharpen and identify the very challenge to be tackled.
With researchers’ support, policymakers “explore, map and expand
their understanding of the complex problem space before the
political institution or decision-making body sets transformative
change in train” (Bruhn et al., 2019, p. 336). It is through this
experience that policymakers may acknowledge the value of process
expertise and grant access to backstage settings: “Initially, we
[researchers] were only asked to give an idea of how it [collaborative
process] might look. But then we had so many questions that they
[policymakers] said: Well, we could actually appoint this institute for
this [assignment]”. In the setting where process expertise operates,
both researchers and policymakers constantly check whether the
issue, and the approach chosen to tackle it, cover their own agenda.
Indeed, the willingness of both researchers and policymakers to
participate is an essential precondition for this space to exist. A
researcher describes this mutual exploration of expectations as
“trying to find out: they [policymakers] are approaching us with an
initial assignment: is this really the core aspect of the issue we could
contribute to, or is there more behind it? And […] it is also about
finding out: does this request match what we can and want to offer?”
The statement highlights the difference between the roles of
researchers and corporate actors in these advisory processes. Private
consultants’ assignments and goals are set by the client, whereas
researchers are usually not bound by contracts with policymakers:
“We are not financially dependent on someone else. […] It’s more like
[…] getting to know each other and starting to think together about
what could actually emerge [out of this collaboration].” In this way,

the encounter between advisors and policymakers goes beyond the
rules and etiquettes of the policymaking backstage. The actors meet
in neither the academic nor policymaking field, but instead “in-
between”. Along with the development of cooperation, a permeable
and weakly institutionalised (Eyal and Pok, 2015, p. 44) space starts
taking shape between researchers and policymakers, with new
interaction orders fostering knowledge co-production and mutual
learning. Distinct perspectives can co-exist, while the actors’ differing
forms of expertise intertwine with each other: “And that is perhaps
also […] the co-creative aspect about it [this operating modus]. You
can work together on something, even if you have different goals. You
might be ‘paid out’ in different kinds of ‘currencies’, contribute with
different resources and have different criteria of success. But somehow
you can still identify a common intention that keeps you together and
leads you to unite forces”. In such an in-between space, expertise
does not simply flow from advisors to policymakers. Rather,
different kinds of expertise interact with each other and generate
diverse outputs, both at a policymaking and research level.

Process experts as an assemblage. Eyal and Pok (2015, p. 49),
quoting Callon (2005), propose seeing experts as an “assemblage”
shaped by “all those actors—humans as well as non-human
devices—who participate in putting together statements and
performances without being authorised to speak or act”. In other
words, researchers can exercise their process expertise in advisory
settings via a set of specific conditions. Our fifth argument in this
regard is that:

5. Process expertise is exercised by researchers through an
assemblage of enabling conditions supported by their status
as academics.

Understanding experts as an “assemblage” allows us to
critically reflect on what enables researchers to take on the
position of process experts. The first and main enabling condition
refers to their academic status, and its related cognitive authority
(Escobar et al. 2014, p. 98), which grants them a privileged role
while accessing the policymaking backstage: “the fact that I am an
academic and I can perform as such gives me, from time to time, a
sort of more neutral and credible role of…an expert”. Team
members showed high awareness of not being neutral in these
processes (“I’m an actor when I’m […] advising […] because I’m
shaping those settings in a certain way.”). Paradoxically, it is
particularly this alleged “neutrality” as academics that grants
them the position of experts and allows them to have a substantial
role in these processes (Balmer et al., 2015, p. 9). It allocates “a
sort of catalytic power. You can give space to particular voices and
invite others to listen. […] You can bring those people that are not
present in the room into the conversation”. While this engenders
advantages, it also increases the responsibility of researchers to be
aware of the power dynamics in the room, including the power
vested in their own role. Financial independence from policy-
makers is another condition that enables researchers to act more
freely than other consultants: “If I were a freelancer […] I would
probably act differently […] I would have to advise while knowing:
Okay, I can sell this in the end.” This aspect calls for transparent
and open relations: “This is an invitation. Anyone can profit from
it. I am open to working together with anyone [that is interested]”.
A third enabling condition in such settings is the relatively
unconstrained time frame, and access to diverse kinds of
knowledge. Long-term immersion in their field allows researchers
to engage with a multitude of perspectives and legitimises them to
ask questions that other actors might not be willing to pose: “in
conflict situations […] [you are] in a very privileged position
because you listened very broadly, and this is definitely a societal
resource that you can bring in”. However, wielding such societal
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resources leads researchers toward a greater awareness of their
own role in the political sphere. As one researcher puts it: “This
really is a luxury, I have to say. But it [the status of researcher] also
comes with a particular duty [towards society]”.

Discussion
Our results show that process expertise, when exercised by
researchers and supported by an assemblage of enabling conditions
inherent to the research context (finding 5.), goes beyond the
possession of a set of skills at the individual level (finding 3.).
Instead, process expertise fulfils its task, namely the co-design of a
tailor-made strategy for different actors to collaborate with each
other on a specific issue, by generating an “in-between space”
where process expertise unfolds in interaction with other types of
knowledge and new interaction orders among actors can emerge
(finding 4.). In this realm, relational work contributes to estab-
lishing a collaborative modus operandi at the very outset of the
advisory process (finding 1.), while working at the processual level
structures and supervises the co-production of knowledge of
multiple actors (finding 2.). This perspective on process expertise
resonates with the distinction proposed by Cook and Brown
(1999) between an epistemology of possession, which treats
“knowledge as a distinct, self-sufficient entity that individuals and
groups can possess, share, pass on, acquire, lose and recover”
(Marshall and Rollinson, 2004, p. 73 on the work of Cook and
Brown, 1999) and an epistemology of practice, which proposes “a
view of knowledge as a dynamic, negotiated, situated, social
accomplishment” (Marshall and Rollinson, 2004). Process exper-
tise, in our context, can best be understood if analysed under both
perspectives. On the one hand, our results show that with respect
to the content of expertise (Garrett et al., 2009) researchers in
advisory settings possess sophisticated knowledge on process
design necessary to plan any collaborative arrangement. The
exercise of this core competence alone, however, does not suffice to
complete such a task and is complemented by other competencies
that support the process by which this content knowledge is
applied to a specific case: researchers’ analytic skills acquired via
academic training support policymakers in exploring and
expanding their understanding of the complex problem space
(Bruhn et al., 2019, p. 336) to be addressed; facilitation skills
contribute to structuring the process of co-production of knowl-
edge among involved actors. These skills do not directly relate to
the problem at hand (Bammer et al., 2020, p. 2) but rather focus on
generating the conditions for different actors to work together in
tackling the problem. From this perspective, process expertise is
best illustrated from a practice view: researchers engage with other
kinds of knowledge in the room and use their own expertise to
create an arena of productive interaction. Ultimately, similarly to
the invisible role of facilitators described by Lee (2015, p. 114),
participants engaged in the co-production process might find it
difficult to clearly identify researchers’ contributions.

Since the very beginning of “phase zero”, process expertise
contributes to generating a new operational context, which is to be
found neither in the academic nor policymaking field, but instead
“in-between”. In this permeable and weakly institutionalised
(Eyal and Pok, 2015, p. 44) space, all actors involved are invited to
step out of their conventional roles into an unknown zone
(“Zonen der Uneindeutigkeit”: Felt, 2010, p. 77). Such fluidity of
actors’ roles constitutes the greatest strength of these spaces, as it
enables the emergence of new communicative dynamics that pave
the way for knowledge co-production. At the same time, these
spaces are temporary, fragile, and volatile: In the worst case, a
single personnel change or withdrawal among the policymaking
counterparts may jeopardise all collaborative and research efforts.
Also, working in such spaces can require substantial time

investments from researchers, possibly leading to an imbalance
between their tasks as advisors and scientists. Ongoing effort is
needed to cultivate these spaces for policymakers and researchers,
to keep engaging within these settings. Bennett and Brunner, who
introduce the concept of a buffer zone, that is “[…] a space, a
border zone between multiple worlds of work within which new
political and relational work occurs” (2020, p. 14) in collaborative
research practices, argue that work at the relational level (Bennett
and Brunner, 2020, p. 15) is essential for creating and sustaining
such practices with non-academic partners (see also Westling
et al., 2014, p. 443). Next to the relational level, we identify a
further contribution of process expertise: its work at the proces-
sual level. It is at this level that collaboration shows its productive
side and generates tangible results. For instance, in the advisory
activity to co-develop safe mobility strategies at the early stages of
the COVID 19-pandemic, researchers’ relational work inter-
twined with an ongoing generation and testing, together with the
other actors, of prototypes (e.g. temporary play streets) to address
the set challenge. The interplay between collaborating and
experiencing the results of this collaboration fostered the active
engagement of actors within this arena and their motivation to be
part of it. In the case of the Lusatia region, the researcher’s
facilitation of new connections among backstage and frontstage
actors led to the co-development of a collaborative strategy, thus
strengthening the mandate of this advisory space. We therefore
argue that it is the ongoing work of process expertise at the
intersection of relational and processual levels that helps maintain
momentum in collaborative partnerships.

Furthermore, we identified two factors that instil “courage” in
researchers to exercise process expertise as an integral part of
their research mandate in these contexts and that support
maintaining these settings. First, the collective practice of process
expertise in the research team’s weekly meetings, where members
experiencing challenges with an advisory activity can turn to their
colleagues, plays a crucial role in offering peer-to-peer consulta-
tion. Also, through reflection, these meetings generate some cri-
tical distance to the pressuring demands of the policymaking field
(Boezeman et al., 2014), while encouraging a balance between
societal and research outcomes. A second factor is to be found at
the research institutional level. The IASS research approach
(Meisch, 2020; Nanz et al., 2017) grants a mandate for the
research team to experiment with such emerging research prac-
tices and holds an awareness of the soft skills (e.g. experience in
collaborative leadership, facilitation, and agile management)
necessary for collaborative research work when recruiting from
academic personnel for these activities. Also, funding that goes
beyond short-term third-party projects provides significant
capacity, in terms of both monetary and human resources, for
supporting these emergent advisory practices (Kennedy, 2018); it
guarantees researchers’ autonomy from (while at the same time
enabling to establish a productive relation with) their counter-
parts in these spaces; it offers research teams great freedom in
identifying fruitful partnerships, while avoiding projects with co-
optation risks; and, most importantly, it allows relatively stable
team composition, which is crucial for cultivating a team practice.

Process expertise deserves further scrutiny and reflection. The
reflection-in-action approach of the present study has highlighted
some of the challenges arising in this advisory practice. Although
an in-depth discussion of the advantages and pitfalls of engaged
scholarship in advisory practice goes beyond the scope of the
present paper, substantiating the practical challenges with
insights from other, more critical, academic discourses would be a
logical further step. Potential paths to strengthen the robustness
of our findings could include extending the analysis to other
research teams with a similar mandate; investigating policy-
makers’ perceptions of researchers’ work in this setting; and
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analysing the impacts of collaborative arrangements co-designed
by researchers and policymakers.

Conclusion
In this paper, we attempt to give a language to the “invisible
work” (Bennett and Brunner, 2020, p. 13) performed by
researchers who offer policymakers—and other invited actors—
advice on the process of designing collaboration in collaboration.
Process expertise has the potential to enrich the repertoire of
“appropriate concepts” that illustrate the complex work that is
required in research collaborations (Bennett and Brunner, 2020,
p. 13) when tackling complex socio-environmental challenges.
This expertise, as we show, goes beyond mastering a specific
method: it consists of a combination of dispositional elements
(such as the character and biographical experiences of individual
researchers) and—to a larger extent—learnable skills. These skills
are not restricted to a single domain (e.g., facilitation work), but
extend to a broader set of practices that rely on the experiences of
researchers in different contexts (academia; private sector; NGOs;
policymaking). Furthermore, this learning process is accelerated
and fostered when embedded in the collective practice of a
research team and should be seen as ongoing and lifelong.

How to learn from and further improve practices of process
expertise of academic communities involved in research inte-
gration and implementation across various contexts? One
approach is to share advisory experiences. A first step in this
direction is Bammer et al.’s (2020) proposal of building a shared
knowledge bank of expertise. While we endorse documenting and
connecting expertise, we also see much value in cooperation and
exchange at the level of practice, and hence learning (from each
other) by doing. Building a network of research teams—working
in advisory contexts with process expertise—could offer guest
researchers an opportunity to participate in local policy advice
activities and exchange practices ‘in situ’. Also, while the main
focus of this study was the role of process expertise in establishing
invited spaces (Cornwall, 2002) for collaboration, the potential of
this kind of expertise clearly extends beyond such formalised
settings. Researchers’ skills in establishing legitimate collaborative
processes and relations among different actors could be of even
greater value in conflictual and contested contexts. Being able to
offer advice not only to policymakers, but also, e.g., to citizen
groups who not only invent but also claim new spaces for
meaningful participation, turns out to be increasingly relevant
(Gaventa and Cornwall, 2008, p. 186). Further structured reflec-
tion on and deliberate development of process expertise is
necessary for science to realise its transformative mandate in a
responsible and transparent manner.

Process expertise is already practiced across various contexts.
While we hinted at some of the key elements of process expertise,
these are to be understood not as a prescription but as an invi-
tation to a further conversation with interested communities of
transformative scholarship. Fostering such an exchange appears
important not only for the theoretical refinement of process
expertise as a concept, but primarily in terms of support and
orientation for researchers facing the challenges of collaboration
on a daily basis. In this context, the practice evolves much faster
than the theory; our reflection-in-action approach has offered a
way to bring them into dialogue.

Data availability
The datasets generated and analysed during the current study are
not publicly available because they include sensitive information
concerning specific advisory processes and actors, but are avail-
able (in anonymised form) from the corresponding author on
reasonable request.
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