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research agenda-setting

This empirical paper presents a case of a participatory agenda-setting exercise for green care services in Hungary.
Science Cafés were utilised as a participatory agenda-setting tool within the framework of the INSPIRES H2020
project. The objectives were to collect perceptions of research needs from key actors in the green care field in
Hungary, to generate collaborative research projects on green care services and to initiate social dialogue around
green care in Hungary. The main research question was as follows: how can we co-create a research agenda on
green care by eliciting responses from concerned citizens and experts in a very open and democratic setting?
While a growing body of evidence supports the need for, and benefits of, green care services, there is not much
research in Hungary addressing diverse knowledge needs of the multiple social actors in the green care field.
Science Café as developed for institutionalising an informal and lively dialogue between science and society proved
to be a useful tool to co-generate a research agenda for such a relatively neglected but socially highly beneficial
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Introduction

The role of science in society has recently emerged as an
‘old-new’ topic in the European science, research and
innovation context. The proliferation of terms related to
science-society interfaces (e.g. citizen science, respon-
sible research and innovation (RRI), science shop, social
innovation) demonstrates the potential for creativity and
reflexive renewal open to professional scientists and
other actors interested in engaging more with science.
Furthermore, democracy has been under challenge
globally, and science as an institution may well need to
critically reflect upon its role in society and the particu-
lar grand societal and ecological challenges we all face
today. Therefore, competences and skills both for citi-
zens’ engagement with science and science’s engagement
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with society are needed in order to strengthen democ-
racy in a wider sense.

Part of this challenge to democratise science through
meaningful science-society interfaces requires a rethink-
ing of the scientific process as a whole, as well as of each
component or phase of the research process. The im-
portance of anticipating societal knowledge needs or the
need for research and innovation to be better aligned
with societal challenges becomes clear. We argue that if
a research process aims at being participatory and re-
sponsive, due care should be taken to practice citizen
engagement from the very start of the research process.
Attending to the responsiveness requirement of RRI by
enacting public engagement with science will thus re-
quire opening up the research agenda-setting phase to
broader participation, both at the research project level
and more strategic levels (e.g. national research strat-
egies). The research question we focus on is as follows:
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how can we co-create a research agenda on green care
by eliciting responses from concerned citizens and ex-
perts in a Science Café setting?

This paper reports on our experiences using Science
Cafés as a tool to generate a research agenda in a partici-
patory way. Our experience has been gained within the
transdisciplinary field of green care. First, we briefly
discuss participatory agenda-setting as reflected in the
extant literature, particularly in the field of health and
environment. Second, we introduce the field of green
care. Third, we describe the process for participatory re-
search agenda-setting for green care in Hungary. Fourth,
we share our reflections on the experience gained from
the Science Café as a participatory research agenda-
setting tool. Finally, we offer our conclusions.

Participatory research agenda-setting: theoretical

and project background

Stakeholder involvement and public participation in
science in general, and in research agenda-setting in par-
ticular, have become overlapping interests of researchers
in science policy, health research, public engagement,
and the political sociology of science. Co-production and
sharing power with citizens in the research process in
novel forms resonate with diverse traditions and trends
in science. In particular, action research (e.g. [6, 10]), the
right to research [3], citizen science [28], and responsible
research and innovation (RRI) [20] are becoming the
most advanced fields where co-production and the rad-
ical democratisation of the research process are most
often practised. A range of future-oriented methodolo-
gies, tools, and approaches are deployed in this problem
space: foresight, backcasting, scenario development, Del-
phi, trend impact, and horizon scanning (e.g. [18, 21]).
Stakeholders in many phases of the processes—from
agenda-setting, through research design, to evaluation,
and dissemination—can enter, create legitimate roles,
and provide meaningful knowledge for research content
and focus. Rosa et al. [25] investigate large-scale EU-wide
participatory agenda-setting processes (such as CIMULACT
H2020—http://www.cimulact.eu/), as compared to expert-
based foresight studies. Clearly, citizen-based, multi-actor
co-created policy advice differs qualitatively from
expert-based reports, in terms of the direction and focus
of the proposed R&I agenda.

Participatory research agenda-setting, as a form of co-
production, is a well-established field in applied health-
care and medical studies, and various such settings,
where researchers and patients collaborate have been
analysed in detail. Often intermediary organisations
bring together patients and researchers to shape a shared
problem space for future investigations. Abma and
Broerse [2] extract a model (or template approach) for
such research agenda-setting exercises, based on seven
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case studies in the medical sciences. Their Dialogue
Model provides a flexible and interactive approach that
extends to six research phases: exploration; consultation;
prioritisation; integration; programming; and implemen-
tation. The dialogue model is defined as ‘an interactive,
multistakeholder and multiphased process for the co-
production of a shared research agenda. It entails six
phases, including the consultation of patients and re-
searchers and the integration of their agendas’ (p 2 [1].).
By offering a mutually supportive process, it evolves into
a ‘free, protective and communicative space of mutual
encouragement to develop power from within and to ar-
ticulate’ multiple voices, which leads to ‘meaningful de-
liberations’ with professionals, researchers and funding
agencies ([1], p. 1). The primary motivation is to create a
relevant and useful research agenda that better enables
healthcare services to meet the needs and expectations
of patients. As a primary goal, the dialogue model aims
explicitly for patients to reflexively highlight their
agenda, by offering an empowering process that also in-
corporates a broader collaboration with policy-makers,
treatment or service providers, citizens, medical doctors
and civic groups. It employs several techniques to enable
diverse forms of expression: anecdotes, storytelling with
others, diaries, photographs, movies and theatre. The
main challenge of the model is to trigger permanent
changes in research and institutional transformation
based, on the one hand, on the enacted participatory
processes and, on the other, on the resulting prioritised
list of substantive research topics.

Such participatory research agenda-setting exercises
can also help to point out ‘undone science’ [13], defined
as ‘areas of research that are left unfunded, incomplete
or generally ignored, but that social movement or civil
society organisations often identify as worthy of more re-
search’ (p. 1). The prioritisation phase of these exercises is
regarded as the active social construction of knowledge
and, therefore, such knowledge co-production also implies
a pre-existing inequality, ignorance or systematic non-
production of knowledge.

Based on a qualitative assessment of nine multi-
stakeholder agenda-setting projects in the Netherlands,
Pittens [23] contends that while patients are increasingly
involved in health research agenda-setting, their topics
and concerns are not automatically translated into a
funding programme or taken up by researchers. As a
general trend, public participation and beneficiaries’
involvement usually stops before research projects are
programmed and implemented.

The EU H2020-funded InSPIRES consortium (http://
inspiresproject.com/) aims to narrow the gap between
society and science by co-creating and implementing
innovative science shop models that are inclusive,
context-relevant, culturally adapted and more accurate
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and responsive to civil society concerns. Within the
framework of these new models, InSPIRES partners
facilitate collaborative research projects aligned with the
principles of RRI, Open Science (OS) and Impact Evalu-
ation. There is a particular focus on health and environ-
mental issues, which are underexplored in the current
science shop research agenda, yet can be adequately
addressed by strengthening community voices and de-
veloping the conditions for a participatory dialogue and
knowledge sharing. We now turn to the Science Café as
a participatory method of public engagement with sci-
ence and science engagement with the public.

Science Cafés can have multiple purposes and can be
applied in different contexts (e.g. [4]). The first series of
Science Café events through which our team gained
experience was organised between 2004 and 2010 (‘Sus-
tainable Hungary Science Café’), aimed at the popular-
isation of a sustainability science agenda. In this role, it
proved to be a useful tool to engage various publics
around urgent and vexing sustainability problems in
agriculture, forestry, policy, environment, mobility, energy,
gender and politics. Subsequently, two EU FP7 projects
(SciCafé and SciCafé2.0) assisted us in understanding the
evolution of the Science Café movement and how a previ-
ously grassroots movement became a public engagement
buzzword (for detail, see [4]). The pervasiveness of partici-
patory engagement in research agendas (multi-actor ap-
proach, RRI, Citizen Science) led to a situation where such
science-society interactions came to be regarded as almost
a necessary step in the promotional cycle of scientific
production.

The evolution of the Science Café movement has been
embedded into the broader context of changing science
culture and the emerging practices of science democra-
tisation. Citizenship as a notion in democratic societies
contains the engagement of publics in science as well, a
prerequisite to controlling our own destiny. Several con-
verging mechanisms of science-society-policy interac-
tions, transdisciplinary and public engagement activities
(e.g. action research, participatory research, science café,
science shop, citizen science, OS, RRI, social innovation)
run parallel in today’s science environment. This warrants
the need to revisit opportunities for the renewal that
Science Cafés can offer in the changing landscapes of sci-
entific culture. Below we present how we applied Science
Café in participatory agenda-setting for green care.

Participatory research agenda-setting: our process
In 2014, our team organised the first platform event on
care farming with advocates and practitioners, an ante-
cedent to the research project. This forum provided an
open space for joint evaluation of the state of the art in
Hungary, sharing best practice examples and previous
experiences. After this event, one of the participants
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launched a Norwegian-funded project aiming to estab-
lish the Hungarian care farming system. We contributed
to the project as members of the expert group which
produced evidence-informed arguments on the diverse
benefits green care may bring to society. More recently,
joint efforts have resulted in establishing an active plat-
form for green care organisations and state-sponsored
resources available to green care service providers. In
2018, within the framework of the InSPIRES H2020 pro-
ject, we started to focus on the research needs of green
care services in the Hungarian context. Our main objec-
tives were to foster the engagement of scientific actors
with green care by initiating and facilitating dialogue to
prepare a novel research agenda on green care services
and generating collaborative research projects.

In the preparatory phase, we conducted desk research
on green care services, until recently a neglected field of
interest for policy-making and scientific research in
Hungary. Our literature review of this field illustrates
the unequal knowledge production in the green care
literature. An advanced search in the Scopus database
with the ‘green care’ keyword produced 566 documents
between 2000-2020. The results show the exponential
growth of this research area, reaching 50 articles per
year in 2010 and passing 75 articles per year by 2019.
Articles are predominantly from the medical, social and
environmental sciences, and exclusively from Western
countries: the UK, the Netherlands, the USA, Italy and
Norway.

Green care became one of the many concepts that
have been circulated in recent years to grasp nature-
health linkages. Already over 10 years ago, a special issue
of The International Journal of Therapeutic Communi-
ties defined green care as outdoor activities and involve-
ment with nature in a therapeutic context [12]. By green
care, we refer to how nature (its elements, like plants,
animals and landscapes, or its use and maintenance,
through agriculture, gardening, conservation and animal
husbandry) can be used to offer well-being and health-
promoting activities for people [14, 26, 27].

Since the 1980s, we, the citizens of highly urbanised
and industrialised countries, have spent more than 90%
of our lives indoors, while our time outside has been
reduced to 1-5% [9]. Meanwhile, a growing body of evi-
dence proves that contact with nature enhances human
health and well-being ([5, 17, 24, 29, 22]). We identified
four critical levels, adapted from the work of Bragg et al.
[7], in which a person can interact with nature: (a) na-
ture as part of everyday life (e.g. nature viewed through
a window, natural elements as decoration); (b) places
and activities in the natural environment experienced as
part of health promotion (e.g. jogging, cycling, garden-
ing, hiking, creation and use of healing gardens and
therapeutic landscapes); (c) nature engagement activities
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as tools of fostering nature connection and ecological
thinking (e.g. school gardens, volunteering in nature
conservation or organic farming); and (d) green care ser-
vices as personally tailored, therapeutic interventions for
people with defined needs (e.g. animal-assisted therapy,
garden therapy, wilderness therapy, care farms). Green
care services focus on the changes in people’s wellbeing
induced by their connection with nature [15].

In western and northern Europe, green care is an
emerging phenomenon, yet there is still a lack of under-
standing of the term [14]; there are a few types of re-
search which focus on green care in general, as this
concept brings together several academic disciplines
across health, environmental and social sciences. Green
care typically requires work along the boundaries of
environmental and social sciences with a transdisci-
plinary approach. Within the InSPIRES project, we
mapped civil society needs and concerns around
green care that contained several empirical steps.
Table 1 below summarizes the phases of the research
agenda-setting process.

In the empirical data-gathering phase, we carried out
stakeholder interviews with a sample drawn from our
previous contacts, the snowball method and internet
search. We conducted 13 expert interviews in total with
practitioners in their own work contexts. The average
length of the interviews was around one hour. We in-
vited practitioners to describe their experience in
green care from the angle that they conceived as most
relevant (see Table 2 compiling initiatives and practi-
tioners of green care services, and their specialities in
Hungary). We engaged in a discussion of a set of pre-
viously identified themes, such as their green care
work practices; attitudes towards their clients and the
effectiveness of green care services; and expectations
for the future and research needs around green care
services.
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After the initial data gathering through expert inter-
views, we selected five themes that could well present
the whole-systems approach to the broader audience of
the Science Café discussions in order to elicit research
needs. The themes (animal-assisted therapy, herding
therapy, cave therapy, art therapy, wilderness therapy)
point out various areas of green care services and high-
light virtually invisible or underrepresented themes.
During the Science Café sessions, following experts’
introductory talks, citizens’ theme-related questions and
knowledge needs were discussed in informal conversa-
tion. Between January and May 2018, we organised five
Science Cafés in collaboration with the ‘Care Farm Blog),
one of the few Hungarian information sources on green
care. The criteria for choosing green care service pro-
viders relied on the whole-systems approach [8] and the
principles of ecopsychology [11]. In practice, we were
looking for (a) the sense of a synergistic, holistic rela-
tionship between nature and humans; (b) recognition
that the belief that we are separated from nature is an
illusion which causes suffering both for humans and for
the environment; and (c) the perception that a better
relationship between humans and nature is healing for
both. All the green care services chosen are, in this
sense, endeavours to harmonise the nature-human
relationship.

Our data analysis followed a qualitative approach to
interpret interview data and Science Café texts. Expert
interviews and Science Café discussions with experts
and practitioners were (audio- and video-) taped, tran-
scribed and thematically categorised. Together with re-
searchers’ notes from debriefing sessions, all texts were
analysed using a combination of meaning condensation
and categorisation [19]. Our results show that citizen
and expert ideas generated a shared and novel research
agenda. In the research agenda, we gathered critical
statements on research needs by experts and citizens as

Table 1 Summary of the main empirical steps in the research agenda-setting process

Methodology applied

Number of resources or people involved Research topics identified

Actor groups in the research
agenda-setting

Desk research

for research agenda-setting
Interviews with experts and practitioners 13 expert interviews

Science Cafés as interface of experts

and citizens each inviting 4-40 participants

Outreach activities

Review of the relevant literature on
green care services and methodologies

5 sessions with green care professionals,

Podcasts and videos to extend the
impact, widening stakeholder outreach

Amongst varied form of ESSRG researchers
co-production, a template

approach-the dialogue model

A broad range of green

care fields (circa 8) and
service types.

Five themes: animal-assisted
therapy, herding therapy,
cave therapy, art therapy
and wilderness therapy
Impact evaluation is the
most favoured research need

Practitioners and experts

Lay and interested audience of
the Science Cafés in dialogue
with experts and practitioners

ESSRG researchers’ collaboration
with universities to formulate
research questions and respond
to them

Summary of articulated
research needs
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Table 2 A compilation of initiatives and practitioners, listing the different kinds of green care services, with examples and references

to research/practice specialties in Hungary

Type of green care service

Specialty

Animal-assisted therapy
Animal-assisted therapy
Animal-assisted therapy
Animal-assisted therapy
Healing garden/garden therapy
Healing garden

Wilderness therapy

Wilderness therapy

Ecotherapy

Care farming

Green exercise

Connection-centred animal-assisted therapy (method developed by the expert)
Herding therapy with goats and sheep (method developed by the expert)
Therapeutic work with horses, provided by a clinical psychologist

Therapeutic work with horses specialised for children

Autism-specific garden

Healing garden for patients in a courtyard of a hospital

Wilderness therapy programs for youngsters in childcare

Therapeutic caving tours for children/youngsters with special needs
Ecotherapy sessions for people with mental health issues

Providing services for children with special needs at an ecological farm

Hiking trails for people with cardiovascular diseases

well as their overlapping components. The common ele-
ments of citizens’ and experts’ expectations for future
green care services research are a summary of scientific
evidence on green care services; methodological hand-
books and case study collections including Hungarian
green care initiatives; a search for good international
practices; promotion of green care services and reaching
out to potential beneficiaries; and, finally, monitoring of
green care processes. The primary need that emerged is
the validation of the impacts of green care services.

As a final outreach step, we approached researchers in
various fields (medical, psychological) and institutions of
higher education in Hungary with research ideas based
on this novel agenda, and a new action and research
plan was constructed to deploy an impact evaluation
process in a Hungarian school garden [16]. We paid par-
ticular attention to follow-up activities, such as feedback
interviews with the invited experts, and podcasts and
videos to promote the topic and to provide opportunities
for citizens and professionals to join our process after-
wards (all videos and podcasts are available with English
subtitles at https://tinyurl.com/essrg-sciencecafe).

Discussion

The main result of the Science Cafés on the content
level is the emergence of divergent themes around green
care services. Still, all actor groups believe that there is a
need for creating legitimate knowledge around green
care (see Fig. 1 below). Experts seek to create and distil
scientific evidence on green care services as well as
methodological and case study repositories for the bene-
fit of research on Hungarian green care initiatives. The
lack of comparative studies, of more embedded case
study research and of international knowledge sharing is
a hindrance to the development of this field. Practi-
tioners are interested in the successful promotion of
green care services and reaching out to potential

beneficiaries. Experts and practitioners would both
favour monitoring studies of green care processes. Citi-
zens and experts agree that the impact evaluation of
green care services is of primary importance to better es-
tablish this field.

Following the model presented by Abma and Broerse
[2], we showed that Science Cafés provide a flexible and
interactive space for agenda-setting exercises—especially
in the exploratory phase. The events created ‘meaningful
deliberations’ [1] between experts, practitioners and lay
audiences on substantive research topics for green care.
The agenda-setting exercise also pointed out that several
preferred research questions, often left ignored by health
research, are practically ‘undone science’ [13]. The topics
raised and concerns identified during the Science Cafés
can be taken up by researchers. Our exercise is part of a
science shops strategy to co-create research agendas—
the one which, in the long run, has some potential im-
pact to inspire change in national funding schemes.

The novelty of this research agenda-setting process
was a systematic mapping of Hungarian research and
civic organisations and experts that offer green care ser-
vices. Our expert interviews identified unique initiatives;
for instance, a clinical psychologist who developed a
unique way to involve ‘wild’, not too socialised farm ani-
mals into her therapeutic work, and a group of profes-
sional cavers who have been holding cave therapy
sessions for children with special needs for almost 20
years.

The Science Cafés used in our agenda-setting were
able to introduce multiple topics and invite creative ar-
rangements. The essence of the Science Café events was
to create an open, encouraging and informal platform
around green care, and to build a bridge between society
and science. To achieve this target, we held the Science
Cafés in a small, centrally located café (in Budapest), and
advertised them on the Facebook page of the ‘Care Farm
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SOME EXAMPLES FOR

EMERGING RESEARCH NEEDS

@ CITIZENS

EXPERTS ‘@ BOTH

Comparisons between classic animal-assisted
therapy and connection-centred animal-assisted therapy

What type of skills does an animal-assisted therapist need?

What advantages/disadvantages are likely to come up during
an animal-assisted psychotherapeutic process?

What kind of animals can be involved
successfully in a therapeutic process?

Legal status of animal-assisted therapy in Hungary

Impact evaluation of animal assisted therapy,
case studies, methodological handbook

How can horse therapy become a social
insurance-funded health care service?

® How to monitor horse therapeutic processes? Impact evaluation

How to measure the effects of herding therapy?

Methodological handbook for constructing
and usinghealing gardens + impact evaluation

Communication plan

How can we communicate about garden therapy?

Case study about caving therapy; impact evaluation
Are there similar initiatives in the world?

Measurements with electronic tools + literature review
on international trends in the field of horse therapy

Choosing one or two target groups and following their developing
process during their horse therapy sessions - case studies

Fig. 1 Some examples of the emerging research needs—pieces from the co-created agenda

Blog’ and through flyers and posters placed in the café,
in the nearest public library, at some of the universities
located in Budapest and in the Impact Hub Budapest,
where our office is situated. Anyone who felt connected
to the green care-related topics could come and join us
for a chat. Due to the open and inclusive setting, we did
not introduce a registration process; therefore, we do
not have detailed information about the attendees. Based
on informal talks before and after the events and on the
articulated questions, we determined that they were
mainly university students, educators and professionals
already interested in green care and possessed of some
personal ambition to deal with green care in the future.
We enhanced the friendly, relaxed atmosphere by re-
arranging the furniture of the café to provide a circular

space for interaction, not just frontal listening. We also
encouraged the experts beforehand to prepare for a dis-
cussion, not a lecture. The chosen experts demonstrated
excellent communication skills, flexibility and open-
mindedness, and they were keen to talk about their
work. The scripting of the event supported this idea: the
expert could talk about his/her job for 20-25 min, then
there was one hour available for a dialogue about the
emerging issues with the assistance of a facilitator (one
of the co-authors of this paper). The facilitator’s princi-
pal duty was to elicit questions from the audience and
invite everyone to freely share their thoughts and emo-
tions in connection with the subject.

To identify the converging views, each question or
comment from the audience posed to the experts was
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operationalised as an articulated research need. Several
research needs were shared by both the experts and the
citizens, as enumerated in Fig. 1. The participants’ ques-
tions were quite technical and professional; more per-
sonal questions might have been raised if there had been
fewer attendees. From both the citizens’ and the experts’
side, a strong demand for impact evaluation research
was apparent. Following upon this particular research
need, we have successfully initiated an action research
project on impact assessment in a grammar school near
Budapest [16]. Moreover, we derived new research ques-
tions from the contributions and initiated cooperation
with relevant university faculties to respond to them,
with the inclusion of university students (particularly in
the medical and psychological fields).

As for the divergent views, the difference is principally
rooted in the distinct approach we, as researchers, took
to inviting the attendees into the process. In the inter-
views with experts, we asked them to respond to the fol-
lowing questions: What do they need from science?
How can we, as researchers, as scientists, support their
work? Unsurprisingly, they gave us mainly research-
related answers. In contrast, citizens were invited to an
informal quasi-scientific conversation, where the terms
‘participatory agenda-setting’ or ‘research needs were
not explicitly articulated at all. Their contributions re-
lated to the specific service the expert presented during
the event. Thus, they were interested in the technical de-
tails of the therapeutic process. They were also curious
about the process by which they could become green
care service providers in the future.

Every minor decision affected the whole process, from
the selection of presenting experts, the way we promoted
the events, the venue and dates we chose, the way we ar-
ranged the furniture to the manner in which the events
were facilitated. We started the series in January 2018,
when the weather was dark and cold, and there were
around 40 participants; yet when the final Science Café
was held in May 2018, only four people participated. We
can partly blame the beautiful weather or the theme of
the last event for the significant decline, but, looking at
the entire process, we can ascertain that it might have
run too long. We organised one event every month be-
tween January and May. Thus, a decline was to be
anticipated.

Reflecting on the process, we can state that the emer-
ging research needs could have been different if we had
targeted the Science Cafés solely towards health and so-
cial care professionals, or if we had a number of at-
tendees and discussed deeper, more personal, theme-
related issues. The first option would have yielded more
insights into the experts’ research needs and could have
created a research agenda for professionals, while the
second would have collected the potential green care
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service users’ claims, feelings, thoughts and concerns
about these supplementing therapeutic services. Still, we
believe that plenty of valuable knowledge needs have
surfaced, and that we will be able to implement the re-
search priorities in the second phase of this process.

Conclusion

Disconnectedness from nature presents an academic
interest that has long traditions in environmental social
sciences. There is already substantial evidence for the so-
cial and human health benefits of nature contact, but
several research questions and domains concerning the
preventive and/or therapeutic use of green approaches
remain unanswered and open. Therefore, a research
agenda-setting exercise is helpful to put forward future
research suggestions. Science Cafés bringing together
citizens and professionals in the assessment of research
fields can help identify some novel and critical areas for
future research. Furthermore, the events and the subse-
quent outreach activities created reflection on and mo-
mentum for pressing research needs. Green care as a
preventive and/or therapeutic potential of nature is
rarely present as a prescribed intervention for patients in
healthcare. In particular, our Science Cafés illustrated
that more robust, evidence-based and thorough research
would be necessary on the impact of green care services
to make their use in healthcare more legitimate. We rec-
ommend that researchers seek to develop embedded
case studies, comparative and longitudinal studies of
green care service providers and their work. As we have
shown, knowledge production in this area is increasing,
but the concept itself still lacks a clear analytical frame-
work. The most pressing knowledge needs in this new
area of inquiry are all related to the impact assessment
of green care service provision.

Becoming relevant and responsive to societal needs in
our scientific activities, and to societal expectations of
us, is an urgent challenge. Researchers can draw on a
long tradition of participatory worldviews in science,
enacted prominently by action research, post-normal
and trans-disciplinary approaches. There is an embry-
onic creative search for and development of new ways of
producing knowledge at the science-society interface.
However, the nature of participation is dynamic. Not
everyone would like to participate. The dimensionality
in engagement gains significance: inequities in who is in-
volved and how, and who is not involved, necessarily
create biassed knowledge production and create and
maintain unequal power relations. The responsibility of
researchers is, therefore, high, in their choice of pro-
cesses and tools for enacting societal engagement and
citizen participation in science.

Several contextual factors, such as positive attitudes to-
wards involvement, good relations amongst stakeholders,
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and supportive organisations, can successfully enable par-
ticipatory agenda-setting and research implementation.
The main ambition of participatory research agenda-set-
ting—to enable future research and innovation to better
align with societal values and demands—is essential to
gaining more democratic legitimacy, beyond expert- or
technology-driven processes. In the emerging EU research
context, participatory agenda-setting is becoming a prac-
tical tool to implement RRI, and a possible solution to the
challenge of including laypeople in research governance.

The main lesson we learned from this process is that a
low-cost method like organising Science Cafés can be
applied in the prioritisation phase of a research agenda-
setting exercise in an inspiring and convivial way. As our
experience has demonstrated, maintaining relations with
social actors and stakeholders remains a crucial chal-
lenge for research agenda-setting exercises in the later
phases of implementation. Science Cafés with diverse
audiences can be particularly useful in seeking more op-
portunities utilizing meaningful openness and adaptive
change in their process to achieve a citizens’ role in co-
producing novel and pertinent research agendas. How-
ever, our particular experience with employing Science
Cafés for research agenda-setting shows that mainly citi-
zens of a particular professional interest (e.g. students,
teachers, practitioners) tend to become engaged, rather
than citizens with a general interest.

Based on our experiences, following the RRI process
requirements, it can be seen that it is desirable to involve
citizens with experts in a mutually responsive way to
map actually existing societal concerns about and know-
ledge needs for an emerging research field. Sharing and
reflecting upon experiences in real-life experiments at
the science-society interface is of high significance to all
of us in our efforts to enact democracy in science.
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