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Factsheet
How to collaborate well? 

Insights on collaboration from partnership 
between BIOTRaCes researchers at the University 
of Twente and Voedselpark Amsterdam and their 
wider network in the Netherlands.1  

A Participatory Action Research 
approach 
The BIOTraCes team at the University of 
Twente understood Participatory Action 
Research as learning through actively 
participating with an initiative that 
has a transformative vision for 
the future such as Voedselpark 
Amsterdam. Voedselpark 
Amsterdam aims to turn the 
Lutkemeerpolder – land that 
has been farmed for many 
generations organically 
– into an agroecological 
commons for urban agriculture. In doing so, 
they oppose the developmental plans that aim to 
transform the area into a business park and the 
economic doctrine of industrial expansion. 

A collaboration manifesto  
During their Participatory Action Research, the 
Twente-based research team learned with their 
societal partners about different collaborative 
practices. We discussed not only our own 
collaboration, but also other collaborations (e.g. 
with academic institutions, practioners, farmers, 
civic servants, entrepreneurs etc. Voedselpark 

was involved with). There 
was no doubt that these 

collaborations were necessary. 
Simultaneously, they also 

brought up challenges, including 
time, purpose, reciprocity and more. 

At some point, Voedselpark Amsterdam 
asked the UT research team whether 
they could write a manifesto to navigate 
these complexities. Because context-

specificity is key to Participatory Action 
Research, the manifesto is designed as 

an open tool for reflection and as source 
of inspiration to design site-specific and 

transformative collaborations. 

Making the manifesto
To arrive at the final product of the manifesto, 
we conducted several workshops around topics of 
collaboration and had many informal conversation 
on the topic with multiple stakeholders, including 
Voedselpark Amsterdam, the larger urban 
agriculture network, and other Netherlands-based 

1	 These insights have been gathered in collaboration with many other researchers and stakeholders mainly from the fields of urban agriculture 

and agroecology. 
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researchers. All this provided material and informed 
our perception on what are important issue that 
come up time and again in collaborations, but also 
what issues remain unaddressed. The manifesto is 
a synthesis from our research team – which we now 
aim to test and refine with various stakeholders. 

Manifesto as a tool
A pregiven set of principles will not work to make 
collaborations transformative. What is needed 
is a conversation that sensibilizes those involved 
to questions of power, mutual needs, political 
ambitions and other issues, relevant to the specific 
context and nature of the collaboration. This is 
why the manifesto is not a finished declaration, but 
rather a tool for a structured dialogue. The layout 
of the tool is designed for a conversation between 
two parties, but collaborations involve often more 
than two. For those collaborations, we suggest 
using the tools in several rounds, coupling up with 
different parties or become creative with scissors 
and tape. 

A structured conversation: 
The manifesto tool, provides a multi-step 
structure for reflection and conversation. 

•	 Step 1: Reflect on motivations to collaborate

•	 Step 2: Reflect on some potential challenges 
you may envision 

•	 Step 3: Read and reflect on the provisional 
and general principles for justice-driven 
collaborations. Discuss what resonates with 
you. 

•	 Step 4: Formulate shared principles rele-
vant for your specific collaborations. 

•	 Potential follow-up steps: If collaboration 
involves more than two parties) repeat the 
drill with different couples. At the end, you 
may bring different breakout groups from 
previous steps together to a collective 
conversation and formulate shared 
principles. Potentially (if there is a lot of 
dissonance), do not try to make a coherent 
vision, but acknowledge the difference 
and let it stand next to each other. Repeat 
the exercise or return to the outcomes 
throughout the collaboration. 
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