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Abstract Europe recognises the need for technological innovation along with the importance
of bridging the gap between science and society. The European Commission has
developed a strategy to foster public engagement and a sustained two-way dialogue
between science and civil society, and has set up a framework for Responsible
Research and Innovation. The EU-funded project INPROFOOD aimed to find new
ways to establish dialogue and mutual learning among stakeholders meant to
inform subsequent work and future initiatives towards Responsible Research and
Innovation. More specifically, INPROFOOD aimed to: (1) increase understanding
of the landscapes of food and health innovation research programming; (2) adapt,
test and evaluate the application of different stakeholder engagement methods to
the area of food and health innovation research programming, which included
European Awareness Scenario Workshops, PlayDecide games and an Open Space
conference; and (3) to develop an action plan to progress towards Responsible
Research and Innovation in this domain. The latter entailed a so-called Mobilisa-
tion and Mutual Learning Action Plan, which lays down a concrete framework for
inclusive stakeholder involvement at different stages of the research and innovation
process, with tangible key actions in five priority areas.
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The INPROFOOD project

With the world’s current societal challenges, including
those related to food, nutrition, health and the environ-
ment, Europe recognises the need for technological
innovation along with the importance of bridging the
gap between science and society. Since the beginning of
this millennium, in particular, there has been a series of
action plans and programmes, launched by the Euro-
pean Commission (EC), setting out a strategy to ‘foster
public engagement and a sustained two-way dialogue
between science and civil society’ (EC 2013a). More
recently, this has led to the development of a framework
for ‘Responsible Research and Innovation’ – Box 1.
Accordingly, the EC is engaged with Responsible
Research and Innovation via the new EU Research and
Innovation programme (Horizon 2020) in promoting
actions that cultivate institutional change in order to
catalyse the uptake of Responsible Research and Inno-
vation (EC 2010a, 2010b).

‘Towards inclusive research programming for sustain-
able food innovations’ (INPROFOOD), an EU-funded
project (Seventh Framework Programme) comprising a
consortium of 18 partner organisations from 13 coun-
tries, aimed to find new ways to establish dialogue
and mutual learning among stakeholders. The
INPROFOOD project, which ran for a period of 3 years
(2011–2014), gained insight meant to inform subse-
quent work towards Responsible Research and Inno-
vation, such as the Horizon 2020 EU research and
innovation programme.

The different strands of the project aimed to:

(1) increase understanding of the landscapes of food
and health innovation research programming;
(2) adapt, test and evaluate the application of different
stakeholder engagement methods to the area of food
and health innovation research programming;
(3) develop an action plan to progress towards Respon-
sible Research and Innovation in this domain. Figure 1
provides a schematic overview of the project illustrating
all the activities involved.

This article presents an overview of INPROFOOD’s
key findings according to the aforementioned strands
and concludes with a vision for building upon this work,
accompanied by tangible recommendations for stake-
holder involvement in food and health innovation
research programming. These recommendations are
incorporated in a Mobilisation and Mutual Learning
Action Plan (MMLAP) (EC 2012), which was developed
based on the research conducted within the project,
guiding policy development on inclusive stakeholder
engagement for sustainable food innovations.

Investigation into current processes
of food and health innovation
research programming

Current structures of research programming

Desk research conducted across 11 different countries1

set out to identify funding instruments and strategies
related to food and health research and innovation, the
prevailing modality of funding, and how research pro-
gramming takes place (i.e. agenda setting, prioritisation
of topics and allocation of resources).

The work revealed that, for most countries examined,
the national ministry or department related to educa-
tion, science or research was involved in the funding of
food and health research – in many cases via intermedi-
ary organisations. With the exception of Greece, other
ministries were also involved, typically the ministry or
department related to food or agriculture. Aside from
national government funding, Portugal, Spain, Germany
and Italy also have regional government funding instru-
ments for research. All of the 11 countries analysed have
some form of public–private partnerships, and many
have public–private partnerships related to nutrition.

1Reports were carried out for Austria, Denmark, Germany, Greece,
Italy, The Netherlands, Portugal, Scotland, Slovakia, Spain and the UK.

Box 1: Responsible Research and Innovation

Responsible Research and Innovation can be
defined as a transparent, interactive process by
which societal actors and innovators become mutu-
ally responsive to each other with a view to the
acceptability (ethical), sustainability and societal
desirability of the innovation process and its mar-
ketable products in order to allow a proper embed-
ding of scientific and technological advances in
our society (Owen et al. 2012). The Responsible
Research and Innovation framework within the
European Commission has been developed since
2010, as part of the ‘Science in Society’ Action Plan
(2007–2013), which has been transformed into
‘Science with and for Society’ (SwafS) under
Horizon 2020 (EC 2013a).
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Stand-alone strategies and programmes on nutrition
or food and health were lacking in most countries;
more often, food and health/nutrition was embedded in
general strategies. Food and health innovation research
was even less established in such strategies. Only one
country (the UK) had a specific strategy on food
and health research innovation, although Germany’s
innovation-focused High Tech Strategy 20202 included
food/health as a priority area.

In some countries (Austria, Slovakia, Spain and
the UK), the findings showed that predominantly
responsive-mode (scientist-led) decisions were being
made on research topics. Sometimes, even when the
national government had established thematic priorities

for research, there was still evidence of scientist-
initiated topics. Research priorities in Scotland, Italy
and Greece were determined by technical committees
formed with relevant ministries, which were therefore
more centrally led. In Greece, priorities were strongly
influenced by EC priorities because a substantial
amount of their research funding came from the Com-
mission. Last, although no documentation was evident
for The Netherlands or Denmark, it is possible that
they may both use a centralised, or strategic-mode, and
a responsive-mode, or scientist-led, determination of
research priorities.

Across all of the countries analysed, little documen-
tation was evident regarding the stages of research pro-
gramming and the level of stakeholder engagement.
Where documented, it mainly focused on industry and
academic communities and neglected the wider public(s)
involvement.

2The High Tech Strategy 2020 is a high-level policy document outlining
the strategy for priority areas deemed important for economic growth.

Figure 1 Schematic overview of INPROFOOD’s activities.
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Decision-making processes of research programming

Following assessment of the precise structure of food
and health research funding and programming, quali-
tative semi-structured interviews were conducted to
further explore the decision-making process in the
development of publicly funded research programmes
with a food and health research component. This was
carried out for all of the countries1 as detailed above,
with the exception of Denmark. To do this, it was
decided to focus on existing publicly funded pro-
grammes that included public–private partnerships.
This was because all participating countries had such
programmes and also because there were fewer restric-
tions to information in public programmes than in
private programmes in general. In total, 68 interviews
were conducted across ten different countries.

Analysis of the interviews showed that although there
was emphasis on stakeholder engagement including civil
society groups, such engagement was not practised in
most strategic funding cases examined; rather, only
government and research community stakeholders, and
sometimes industry stakeholders, were engaged. In the
few cases where the engagement of civil society groups
occurred (the UK and Scotland), the effect of the engage-
ment activity in terms of influencing the direction of
research was difficult to assess. In the cases of responsive
mechanisms, which are ostensibly driven by scientists
and determined on merit, other factors ranging from
current trends in research to social/professional connec-
tions were thought to influence the process. Some
Slovakian interviewees expressed concern about the
emphasis on the quality of applications because this can
sometimes be disadvantageous for new or early career
stage researchers and researchers working with industry.
It is likely however that this situation exists in other
countries (e.g. a UK interviewee specifically noted this as
a barrier to innovation).

Overall, although there were some study limitations
(e.g. the response rate and accessibility to key actors in
the research programming process), the findings shed
some light on areas that would need redressing to enable
more inclusive research programming. First, the inter-
views revealed that, within both strategic and responsive
mechanisms, power asymmetries may influence research
programming (e.g. via experts supporting their own
fields, large research institutes having greater weight
in European agenda setting, and industry lobby). The
second observation that surfaced was a (perceived) lack
of transparency, although there were differences across
countries. More transparency would help resolve some
of the non-merit-based factors that have been men-

tioned. Third, a proposed avenue to explore, which may
facilitate greater innovation, is to fund less established
researchers. Finally, there is a need to incorporate
appropriate mechanisms to respond to the concerns
and input of public and civil society stakeholders that
goes beyond merely seeking of their input. This has been
one of INPROFOOD’s main objectives and will be
addressed in the next section.

Stakeholder engagement in food and health
research programming

Societal engagement and participatory practice have
increasingly become part of public policy decision
making and implementation (Papadopoulos 2011),
although it may not as yet have been widely practised,
given INPROFOOD’s analyses of current processes in
food and health innovation research programming (see
previous section). There are various reasons why linking
society to research and innovation is essential. Involving
the broadest possible range of stakeholders (including,
among others, public organisations, business associa-
tions and civil society organisations) in research and
innovation is seen as a value as it increases democratic
legitimacy of those making decisions about allocation of
public resources to research. In addition, greater societal
involvement in these decisions is thought to have a
substantial benefit as it broadens the range of societal
needs, perspectives and values that can be addressed
through publicly funded research (EC 2013b). Other
motives include improvement of the level of reflection of
science and, thus, the societal utility, adaptability and
robustness of scientific knowledge. Moreover, by con-
sidering both the demand and user sides in research
programming, this may potentially lead to increased
global market success.

The challenge of societal (or stakeholder) participa-
tion (in research programming) is to make it transpar-
ent: to define what it is, its precise objectives (i.e. what
will be the expected outcomes and how are these
intended to be used) and how it should be carried out
(Kallis et al. 2006; Geissel 2008; Abels 2009). In stake-
holder engagement, representativeness (of the relevant
communities involved) may not be attainable, but diver-
sity is. If a broad diversity of stakeholders (with respect
to professional background and mission) devise similar
conclusions independently, then these results should be
considered relevant. The critical test for any stake-
holder engagement activity is that non-participants are
able to trust the procedures and outcomes. Such a con-
firmation can only be established by having public
debates on the outcomes and the process itself, which
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requires disseminating the outcomes and information
about the process widely.

INPROFOOD has adapted, tested and evaluated
several stakeholder engagement formats that aimed to
foster dialogue and mutual learning between stakehold-
ers – industry, academia and civil society – in the context
of food and health innovation research programming.
The objectives of these were, first, to gain insight into
the methods and challenges of stakeholder participa-
tion, so as to be able to provide recommendations for
policy development, and second, to collect information
on current issues in food and health research by engag-
ing with over 3000 Europeans from more than 20 coun-
tries. Boxes 2–4 explain the stakeholder methods
applied within INPROFOOD in more detail: European
Awareness Scenario Workshops, PlayDecide games and
an Open Space Conference, respectively. The findings
from these activities formed an important ‘building
block’ of the MMLAP, which will be discussed later.

The findings of these stakeholder engagement events
were presented during a 2-day INPROFOOD work-
shop, entitled ‘The voice of citizens in food, nutrition
and health research innovation’, held at the World
Health Organization (WHO) Regional Office for
Europe. The main objective was to bring together
European stakeholders in an open dialogue to discuss
societal challenges of food, nutrition, health and the
environment, and to develop strategies of how key
stakeholders, including the civil society, can be involved
in the research programming in this field. Twenty-one
Member States and 31 non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) and universities were represented at the work-
shop. The workshop contained interactive sessions
with facilitator-led breakout groups. The workshop out-
comes (INPROFOOD project website) then fed into
the MMLAP.

Evaluation of the stakeholder
engagement events

A novel aspect of INPROFOOD was the existence of a
separate evaluation work package, the aim of which was
to evaluate the various engagement events and processes
according to a consistent approach. This was felt to be
critical – in order to ensure transparency, identify the
existence or absence of bias, and to validate the outputs
for policy makers and other observers. The evaluation
was based on three criteria or sets of criteria: the first
was the organiser’s aims (as stated in the project’s
description of work); the second was a normative cri-
terion called ‘Information Translation’, which looks at
an engagement process as an information system, and

identifies places where information is ‘lost’ or not elic-
ited in the first place (Horlick-Jones et al. 2007); and the
third was the implicit evaluation criteria of the partici-
pants, as inferred from their responses to a number of
open questions in a participant questionnaire (given to
attendees at the end of all the evaluated events). This
approach allowed the various perspectives of potentially
interested parties (i.e. researchers, academics, policy
makers, practitioners) to be considered. Event perfor-
mance was assessed (against these criteria) via document
analysis, participant and organiser questionnaires, and
event observation – allowing an audit trail of physical
proceedings and the opinions of most of those involved.
Comprehensive evaluation reports on the events are
available from the authors upon request.

Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this article to
provide an extensive summary of results, but there are a
number of relevant observations. First, results appeared
to endorse the value, relevance and utility of the evalu-
ation scheme (and its three sets of criteria). The impor-
tance of using a ‘normative’ scheme was confirmed
because – as with many other projects and processes –
the organisers’ aims were revealed to be insufficiently
specified to provide a single evaluative reference point
(i.e. the stated aims were not sufficiently comprehensive
and coherent to be used as the only criteria for evaluat-
ing the goodness of the stakeholder processes – without
the risk that external observers might contest the
results). Furthermore, the fact that many of the revealed
participant criteria from the different events directly
addressed issues related to ‘information translation’ sug-
gests that the particular normative scheme used here
was an apt one to adopt. Second, as might be expected,
each event had its positives and negatives – and learning
from the latter might help ensure the more proficient
implementation of similar events to these in the future
[and indeed, there was evidence of improvements in
some European Awareness Scenario Workshops on the
second and third rounds in certain countries from which
the partners had taken the evaluation results more seri-
ously (than others) and made amendments to their sub-
sequent event designs]. Third, the evaluation raised the
issue of effective recruitment of balanced participant
samples (a degree of imbalance was evident in all
events), with recommendations provided to try to
account for this in the future. Fourth, the importance of
professional facilitation and the comprehensive record-
ing of participant views and interactions, in order to
counter ‘information loss’, was highlighted. And fifth,
the appreciation of participants for being invited to
take part and participate in discussions with relevant
stakeholders on the key theme of INPROFOOD was
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3In four countries (Belgium, France, Spain and the UK), the workshops
with the stakeholder categories ‘medium’ and ‘small’ (see Table 1)
were merged due to low numbers of participating stakeholders. This
resulted in a total of 35 workshops.

4The countries included were Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France,
Germany, Greece, Italy, The Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain,
Turkey and the UK.

Box 2: European Awareness Scenario Workshops

INPROFOOD’s core stakeholder engagement activity entailed the adaptation, organisation and evaluation of a
series of European Awareness Scenario Workshops. These workshops were in a format specifically designed to
stimulate discussion and participation; to bring together different stakeholders who, by means of deliberation,
plenary presentations and group discussions, could help to jointly develop scenarios for common solutions on
certain issues (Andersen & Jæger 1999; Danish Board of Technology 2008).

The general objective of the European Awareness Scenario Workshops was to bring together stakeholders to
develop shared visions of research programming that promote socially, environmentally and economically
sustainable food innovations. Participating stakeholders were from public organisations, business associations and
non-profit organisations with and without business ties. The workshops were targeted at food producers; food
processing industries and retailers; environmental and social non-profit organisations; patient groups and associa-
tions of doctors; policy makers; research funders of all sizes; control authorities; professional and parents
associations; and patent offices. Organisations were asked to send a delegate with some affinity to health, food
production, sustainability, development of policies and/or research funding policies (see Table 1). To reduce
imbalances of power between workshop participants, workshops were conducted in three series (i.e. each of the
participating countries ran three workshops3 in which the stakeholders were grouped according to their level of
hierarchy/influence). The criteria used for three categories of stakeholders – ‘large’, ‘medium’ and ‘small’ – are
explained in more detail in Table 1.

A toolkit for identical implementation of the European Awareness Scenario Workshops across the different
countries involved was developed to enable comparison (Strähle et al. 2012). This toolkit comprised guidance on
a transparent recruitment process, structured briefing material for trained facilitators and a briefing paper for
participants. The briefing paper gave a short overview on what food innovation is about and on the dimensions of
research programming, clear explanations on how to conduct the workshop (e.g. to avoid power imbalances during
discussions) and how to report accurately. To ensure stakeholder recruitment was more transparent and as
non-arbitrary as possible, two recruitment schemes were introduced, one based on stakeholder databases compiled
from public sources, the other on open calls for participation (Strähle et al. 2012; Urban & Strähle 2012a, 2012b,
2012c; Wissenschaftsladen Wien 2013). Both schemes involved eligibility and a selection of participants based on
lottery draws. More details on this can be found on the INPROFOOD project website (www.inprofood.eu). The
briefing paper for participants, which included information about research programming and some background
information, was based on the Joint Programming Initiative A Healthy Diet for a Healthy Life’s Vision Paper (Joint
Programming Initiative 2010; EC 2011).

In total, INPROFOOD organised 35 European Awareness Scenario Workshops in 13 different countries4

between October 2012 and September 2013. Participating stakeholders were from public organisations, business
associations and non-profit organisations with and without business ties. Altogether, 529 people participated in
the 35 workshops, sent as official delegates of their organisations. To our knowledge, this was the largest
transnational stakeholder engagement using scenario workshops to date.

Across the different countries involved, participants deliberated on aspects covering the whole research
programming cycle. This ranged from decisions on research areas and funding, quality criteria, project designs and
exploitation of results, to the monitoring and evaluation of research programmes. Generally, there was agreement
across workshops on what constitutes socially acceptable research programming (Strähle et al. 2014a, 2014b,
2014c). Not surprisingly, there was wide support for involving stakeholders at several stages of research
programming instead of leaving the decision making (of funding and/or research topic selection) to a selected
group of individuals or one specific person. There were different views, however, on the how, whom and the
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readily evident and pervasive throughout all of the
events. In short, the events, in combination, managed to
successfully attract many relevant stakeholders and
enable them, in a variety of ways, to address a key policy
issue in a productive and positive manner, albeit that
certain aspects of each of the events could have been
enacted more effectively. However, by providing a rig-
orous and nuanced evaluation, noting negatives as well
as positives, this can only add to the overall credibility
of the project and its processes in the eyes of critical
external observers.

Dissemination and communication activities
supporting stakeholder engagement

An efficient and effective dissemination and communi-
cation strategy, particularly within ‘Science in Society’
projects (see Box 1), is crucial to successfully inform and

engage stakeholders. An additional effort was made to
reach out to the underrepresented stakeholders involved
in the research and development process, typically rep-
resentatives of civil society, aiming to engage and mobi-
lise them to tackle the challenges at hand. Research has
indeed highlighted the relevance of not only communi-
cation and dissemination, but also dialogue, as a means
to broaden public engagement with science and tech-
nology (Abelson et al. 2003; Technopolis Group and
Frauhnofer ISI 2012; Barroso’s Science and Technology
Advisory Council 2013).

Therefore, within INPROFOOD, dissemination and
communication actions were employed both as a way
to raise awareness of the project and its activities, and
to support and facilitate the engagement and mobili-
sation actions of the project. There was a common
project branding and materials were translated into
various languages to support national activities.

Box 2: Continued
desired extent of involvement required. Other outcomes that surfaced in different countries were that: unbalanced
influence should be avoided at all times; that publicly funded research results should be made available in an
unbiased way to a wide audience, independent of the outcome; and that interdisciplinary research is the preferred
mode of action. There is also a need to improve the political legitimacy of stakeholder engagements (i.e. their
transparency and credibility). In most workshops, participants disapproved of too much influence by a single
stakeholder group (e.g. large-scale industry). There was a demand to put the social benefit of research first, for
independent decision making based on clear criteria and rules, with more involvement of smaller organisations
and companies, civil society organisations, public entities, and small- to medium-sized enterprises, as well as for
the avoidance of monopolies on research topics. Other findings concerned research assessment; participants
proposed developing more solid forms of assessment than bibliometric indicators. In terms of research manage-
ment, the administrative burden should be reduced and time frames of research projects extended to allow for
long-term and in-depth studies. Numerous other issues came up, but less frequently, typically with conflicting
views among participants.

To summarise this section on the European Awareness Scenario Workshops, there is broad interest across
stakeholder categories to be involved in food and health innovation research programming. However, according
to the European Awareness Scenario Workshop participants, certain improvements are needed for more inclusive
research programming. Stakeholder engagement is currently perceived as not being transparent enough; often it
is unclear who is involved, why they are involved, how they became involved, at what stage, and if or how the
results will be used by policy makers or indeed others. All this should be defined beforehand. Participation
standards should be developed which tackle these issues and meet basic requirements of transparency, credibility
and balanced interests, at least in those activities in which policy making or policy makers are involved.
Non-arbitrary recruitment procedures would be a good starting point. Further steps would entail having a closer
look at potential conflicts of interests and setting up mandatory transparency databases with uniform robust
criteria for defining stakeholder groups – such as civil society organisations – and differentiating them from others.
Other aspects include unbiased briefing materials for participants, making it clear from the beginning what will
be done with the results, and communicating the outcomes and the process to a wider public.

All in all, scenario workshops bring together interest groups that do not usually come together on an equal
footing in such numbers to fully engage with each other. The setting of European Awareness Scenario Workshops
that switched between mono- and multi-stakeholder groups and joint creation of scenarios allowed for focussed
and result-oriented deliberations.
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As emphasised in the document Communicating EU
Research & Innovation: A guide for project participants
(EC 2014), INPROFOOD sought to strategically plan its
dissemination activities – by developing a project dis-
semination plan – as well as targeting communication
actions at the different stakeholders, tailoring the mes-
sages, language and communication channels, and tools
used according to the specific stakeholder group at hand.

There was general consensus among the
INPROFOOD partners that, although labour-intensive,
face-to-face (through meetings, workshops or seminars)
and one-to-one communication was the most effective
way for transmitting information on the project and
receiving feedback from stakeholders, digital tools, such
as the project website, newsletters, social networks and
directed emailing (to some extent), supported the mobi-
lisation of stakeholders to participate in the project
engagement activities by informing them about the scope
of the actions and the potential relevance for them.

Gaining feedback from stakeholders (directly from
stakeholders or through the project partners) was found
to be of paramount importance for improving the com-
munication and dissemination actions and ensuring the
maximisation of their impact.

From research findings to policy
recommendations

The various research activities conducted within
INPROFOOD have led to a better understanding of

current processes of food and health innovation
research programming throughout Europe, and of the
main actors that are involved in it. Furthermore, it has
produced valuable learnings on how best to engage
with society on science and technological innovation –
from the conduct of a variety of participatory formats
– and on how to tackle some of the associated barri-
ers. INPROFOOD’s main challenge was to carefully
interpret these findings, and to translate them into tan-
gible recommendations for well-designed, evidence-
based practices that support policy development on
inclusive stakeholder engagement for sustainable food
innovations.

The MMLAP, in which these recommendations are
incorporated, aims to stimulate dialogue and coopera-
tion between science and society at different stages of
the research and innovation process. INPROFOOD’s
vision of the MMLAP is that policy makers at national
and European levels will establish a two-way commu-
nication channel with the relevant stakeholders to
debate research needs and stakeholder involvement. Its
mission is therefore to promote a transparent and demo-
cratically legitimate participatory approach to food
and health innovation research programming, which:
(1) demonstrates a clear benefit to public health;
(2) supports and enhances a whole-of-society approach;
and (3) is based on transparency, accountability, integ-
rity and mutual respect.

The objectives of the MMLAP are: (1) to propose a
set of good practice principles for stakeholder engage-

Table 1 The criteria applied for the three categories (‘large’, ‘medium’ and ‘small’) of stakeholders (non-profit organisations without business
ties, business organisations, public organisations) for the European Awareness Scenario Workshops

Stakeholder categories

Large Medium Small

Stakeholders Non-profit organisations
without business ties

National non-profit
organisations or national
divisions of international
non-profit organisations

All non-profit organisations in
a country, but no umbrella
or international
organisations

See Medium

Business organisations National business associations,
but no single enterprises

Regional and local business
associations and small-to-
medium enterprises
(according to the European
Commission’s definition, no
large enterprises)

See Medium

Public organisations Governmental organisations
and universities

Governmental organisations
and public administration
bodies (state or regional
level), faculties of public
universities

Governmental organisations
and public administration
bodies (state or regional
level), institutes of public
universities
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ment in food and health innovation research program-
ming; (2) to propose a set of actions to increase
stakeholder involvement at different stages of research
programming; and (3) to propose a set of mechanisms
to improve democratic legitimacy in such stakeholder
involvement.

To this end, the MMLAP sets out five priority areas –
linked to the stages of research programming – for
stakeholder involvement in food and health innovation
research programming, accompanied by a number of
key actions for each priority area. INPROFOOD’s full
MMLAP is publicly available on the project’s website
(www.inprofood.eu). Some examples of tangible recom-
mendations are as follows:

• At a national cross-sectorial policy level, the priority
area is to open up policy discourse on stakeholder
involvement in food and health for input and assessment
that involves the whole of society. A key action to
support this priority area is to build commitment among
national governments of different sectors – health, agri-
culture, education and research – to open up for an
inclusive policy debate on food, health and research.
The second key action is to define stakeholders using
robust criteria (i.e. to develop clear distinctions between
different types of stakeholders according to their affilia-
tions, membership and funding sources). This will facili-
tate transparency and also help ensure the participation
of marginalised groups.
• At a research programme level, the priority area is to
develop a strategy to specify the role and contribution
of stakeholder engagement in developing research and
innovation programmes. One key action is that research

5Countries that facilitated the PlayDecide games were Croatia, Czech
Republic, Estonia, France, Germany, Israel, Italy, Norway, Slovenia,
Spain and the UK.

Box 3: PlayDecide games

PlayDecide is a discussion game format that facilitates the take-up of participatory methods, and stimulates the
exchange of experiences and knowledge (PlayDecide 2014). The aim of the game is not only to discuss but also
to come up with common solutions and strategies, informing the policy-making process. Cards covering facts,
issues and personal stories on a chosen topic form the basis for a 2-hour discussion within a group of between five
and eight participants, led by a facilitator. The main outcome of the game is the voting on four policy options,
which are uploaded to a dedicated website allowing comparison with other games.

The aim within INPROFOOD of using PlayDecide was to engage young people in the debate on food and
health-related challenges, to raise awareness about the related issues and to identify solutions. The content of the
game, with the topic ‘Healthy Diet and Lifestyle’, was specifically developed by the project partners Ecsite and
EUFIC, and can be freely downloaded (www.playdecide.eu/play/topics/healthy-diet-and-lifestyle). Within the
context of the high prevalence of obesity, the policy voting options enquired about the degree of government
regulation vs. the level of citizen’s own responsibility in making diet and lifestyle choices.

Seventeen science centres and museums, located in ten European countries and Israel,5 engaged with 2757
young people aged 14–21 (mostly 15–16 years). A total of 1960 participant votes were uploaded to the game’s
website, with the majority choosing the ‘less extreme’ policy option preferring a blend of both government
responsibility in providing guidelines and recommendations – not regulations – and individual freedom; ‘Gov-
ernment should provide guidelines on a healthy diet and lifestyle and regulate food labelling to enable healthier
food choices. It should encourage physical activity’. Common topics discussed across the 11 countries were eating
disorders, education, food waste, diets, fast food, governmental vs. individual responsibility, food pricing,
advertising, body image and social aspects.

The games’ facilitators reported that many young people believe that lifestyle choices should be left to citizens
(i.e. it is their personal responsibility to choose to have a healthier lifestyle). However, participants also stated that
governments have an important role to play and should help citizens by regulating certain areas. The young people
also voiced that they often feel lost in the plethora of information on diet and health, expressing the need for a
trusted and coherent source of information.

Evaluation of the games’ performance showed that the format was very successful in engaging young people for
the purpose of informing policy formation. The fact that participant voices can be heard at a European level was
considered a great motivator. Moreover, participants indicated that the game helped their learning as well as
shaped their opinion.
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and innovation councils and research funders should
develop a framework that sets the roles and boundaries
of societal actors in influencing the orientation of the
research through well-considered participative govern-
ance structures.
• At the executing research level, the priority area is to
evaluate and assess the impact of public participation
in research. One key action is that higher education
authorities and research and innovation funding orga-
nisations develop an evaluative framework to assess
research excellence that relies less on bibliometric indi-
cators or rankings.

Reflections on 3 years of INPROFOOD

The broader picture that has emerged from the
INPROFOOD project is that transparent stakeholder
engagement in (food and health innovation) research
programming is still in its infancy and not part of the
institutional culture in many countries. The findings
from the activities undertaken within INPROFOOD
show that there are important barriers to public partici-
pation in research, linked both to participation fatigue
and structural and organisational hurdles to implement
a legitimate participatory design in policy making.
Stakeholders across Europe call for actions to improve
stakeholder involvement, both in terms of heterogeneity
and legitimacy of such engagements. Rules and guiding
principles to safeguard against favouritism, closed clubs,
lobbying and conflicts of interests should be set at all
stages of research programming and agreed upon by all
stakeholders.

INPROFOOD has made an important step towards
mobilising action – raising awareness, identifying the
barriers and proposing possible solutions – and the
MMLAP lays down a concrete framework for inclusive
stakeholder involvement, with tangible key actions
for the different priority areas. At the same time, it has
to be acknowledged that more in-depth analyses – at
European, national, sub-national level – would give vital
insight on how to ensure inclusive stakeholder involve-
ment in these different contexts. More specifically, these
analyses should focus on providing a better understand-
ing of: whom to involve, when to involve them, as well
as the purpose and expected outcomes of the involve-
ment. The MMLAP has been distributed to key actors
involved in research programming on national and
European levels.
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