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Abstract 

Urban transformations towards sustainability require cooperation among various stake-
holders. There is an increasing amount of research on how to facilitate these coopera-
tions, particularly regarding necessary governance modes and capacities. However, 
studies that specifically examine the cooperation among three key actor groups, 
or in short, the trialogical cooperation, are limited. This study focuses on the trialogical 
cooperation between city makers, city administrators, and transformative researchers, 
as these groups play a crucial role in implementing sustainability measures. Although 
many challenges related to multi-actor cooperation have been discussed in literature, 
they have not widely been systematically explored. Existing studies often concentrate 
on specific projects without adequately analyzing the perspectives of individual stake-
holders. This article offers a broader view by providing insights into the perceptions 
of participants involved in this trialogical cooperation in projects throughout Germany. 
These perceptions were gathered through reflexive workshops and group discus-
sions. As a result, a conceptual model to analyze key relations and factors influencing 
trialogical cooperation for urban sustainability was developed. This model is presented 
in this article and can be utilized to systematically examine various forms of multi-
actor cooperation. We identify three key relations that significantly shape the studied 
trialogical cooperation: 1) the interaction between existing contexts and current forms 
of cooperation; 2) the mutual influence between individuals and institutions; and 3) 
the enhancement of collective and individual transformative capacities through reflex-
ive learning. Through this study, we contribute to a deeper understanding of multi-
level challenges within one of many (trialogical) cooperations for urban transformation 
towards sustainability.

Science highlights 

• Perspectives on existing cooperation for urban sustainability transformation of 97 
individuals from three spheres of actors in Germany: city maker, city administrators, 
transformative researchers.

• Insights into how self-perception differs from external perception.

• Introduction of a conceptual model for systemically studying (trialogical) transforma-
tive cooperation.
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• Identification of three key relations that shape this specific cooperation: 1) the inter-
action between existing contexts and current forms of cooperation; 2) the mutual 
influence between individuals and institutions; and 3) the enhancement of collective 
and individual transformative capacities through reflexive learning.

Keywords:  Trialogical cooperation, Urban sustainability transformation, City maker, 
City administration, Transformative researcher, Governance, Strategic cooperation, 
Individual perceptions, Reflexive learning

Policy and practice recommendations

•	 The three spheres of actors (city maker, researchers, public administrations) could 
potentially benefit from each other and build strong coalitions for transformation 
when mutual understanding is enabled.

•	 The use of reflexive approaches can generate understanding among actors and 
support transformative urban governance.

•	 Learning is enabled through existing project-based cooperation; however, chal-
lenges including short-term and unequal funding remain. These challenges hinder 
strategic cooperation.

•	 Structural (institutional) constraints lead to individual overwhelm in such coop-
erations.

Multi‑actor cooperations and transformative urban governance
The challenges of urban transformation towards sustainability, such as climate change or 
social cohesion, are becoming increasingly urgent and complex. They require coopera-
tion among multiple actors, including politicians, public administrations, researchers, 
and citizens (WBGU  2016; IPCC  2023). Research on cooperation for urban transfor-
mation is gaining momentum in the field of transitions research with focuses on vari-
ous issues such as different forms of cooperation, capacities, and governance structures 
required for (urban) transformation (Nevens et al. 2013; Wolfram 2016; Schäpke et al. 
2018; Frantzeskaki and Rok 2018; Medina-García et al., 2022).

As an emerging concept, transformative governance refers to the “formal and informal 
rules, rulemaking systems and actor networks at all levels of society that enable trans-
formative change toward sustainability” (Allen et al. 2023, 1256). Studies on this concept 
have identified key capacities such as experimentation and reflexive learning (Bosom-
worth 2018). Wolfram (2019) emphasizes that future research should explore how multi-
agency processes emerge and how they are influenced by specific institutions and spatial 
configurations. He further stresses the need for “transdisciplinary approaches that fully 
incorporate the views and insights of diverse urban stakeholders” (Wolfram 2019,446). 
This article explores this research gap by studying the cooperation between city makers, 
transformative researchers and city administrators in the field of urban transformation 
toward sustainability. It analyses this one of a kind multi-agency process by interrogat-
ing relations between individuals, institutions, the urban context, and further framework 
conditions. The data supporting this contribution was collected in a transdisciplinary 
and experimental process through workshops at which individual perceptions were 
gathered and reflected upon together with all participants.
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The trialogical cooperation between city makers, transformative researchers and city 

administrators

In the context of multi-actor processes and transformative governance, this article 
studies the cooperation of three actor groups in Germany involved in different urban 
transdisciplinary and transformative processes. Such processes have evolved rapidly 
in Germany and receive more attention from German and European funding institu-
tions and programs (BMBF FONA-Strategy, JPI Urban Europe, Kolocek and Matzke 
2022). This is related to the rise of transformative and transdisciplinary research 
(TTDR) as a research mode beyond traditional academic boundaries. TTDR is char-
acterized by its contribution to solving complex, real-world, sustainability problems 
through transdisciplinary teams from research and practice. It focuses on enabling 
individuals and communities to act for transformative change by creating contexts 
and building capacities (Augenstein et al. 2024).

In this context of rising TTDR, cooperation between three actors – city makers, 
city administrators and transformative researchers – has become increasingly promi-
nent in German cities. However, this specific constellation of actors has not widely 
been explored yet. Many studies on cooperation among different spheres of actors 
tend to focus broadly on multi-actor constellations (Fugmann et  al. 2018, Medina-
García et  al.,  2022). Some analyze cooperations from single perspectives (Hilger 
et  al. 2018). When investigating trialogical cooperations specifically – meaning a 
cooperation between three different actor groups – prior studies have addressed the 
cooperation between politics, city administrations and city makers (Hüttl 2018) or 
cooperation between the public sector, private investors and citizens (e.g. project 
3stadt2, BBSR n.d.). Limited attention has been given so far to the trialogical coop-
eration among city makers, city administrators, and transformative researchers. We 
therefore analyze this emerging form of cooperation in the context of urban transfor-
mation towards sustainability.

The trialogical cooperation between city makers, transformative researchers and pub-
lic administrators is especially interesting as impulses for change are observable within 
the three spheres of actors. City makers are considered as part of the organized civil 
society. Beck et al. (2017, 2) describe city makers as a type of actor “that operates beyond 
financially strong, established or member-strong association structures in the form of 
flexible networks in a very practical, event-related and civil society-oriented manner” 
[own translation from German]. A professionalization of city makers  is also notable, 
leading to even more attention to those actors; this trend runs in parallel to the recent 
rise in interest for transformative research, too. Transformative researchers are charac-
terized by their active, on-site contribution to real-world problem solving. By actively 
involving various actors they aim to enhance change processes (Wuppertal Institut n.d.). 
However, this turn of research towards practice leads to discussions about the differ-
entiation between disciplinary research and transformative research (e.g. within the 
working group LinkLab (Weiser et al. 2023), Kolocek and Matzke 2022). Another turn is 
observable within public administrations as they are confronted with multiple and com-
plex transformation tasks. They make greater use of new communicative approaches 
and instruments. This implies a stronger orientation towards experiments and the stra-
tegic cooperation with other local actors (Wékel 2018). City administrators in this study 
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are understood as persons contributing actively to urban development within public 
administrations.

Most recently, this trialogical cooperation has occured in various formats: in research 
and urban development projects, experiments, in interim uses, and networks (Wanner 
et al., 2022). Within these cooperations, the actors involved face multiple challenges 1) 
within transformative processes or projects, 2) in the consolidation, dissemination or 
scaling of knowledge and measures implemented in transformative processes, and 3) 
in the embedding of changes in the long-term through new modes of governance and 
structural changes (compare Fig. 1).

Challenges in and around transformative processes

Challenges within the transformative processes include conflicting communication 
strategies, insecurities about roles and tasks, as well as differing or even competing 
claims and expectations regarding timelines (Borner and Kraft 2018; Engels and Rogge 
2018; Hilger et al. 2018; Gonser et al. 2019; Seydel et al. 2021; Wanner et al., 2022). The 
second major set of challenges involves consolidating, disseminating or scaling of knowl-
edge and measures from transdisciplinary and transformative processes (von Wirth 
et al. 2019). Difficulties arise when trying to integrate individual measures into existing 
structures or legal frameworks. Funding structures typically do not support strategic and 
long-term development of these measures. Additionally, this short-term funding hin-
ders the long-term involvement of key individuals as they depend on this funding. This 
again results in a loss of knowledge and transfer for consolidation processes (Beecroft 
et al. 2018; Gonser et al. 2019; Bergmann et al. 2021). The third category of challenges 
addresses new forms of governance and structural change. Structural (institutional) 
changes, both fundamental and incremental, have been widely discussed within dif-
ferent spheres of actors such as public administrations or research. Necessary changes 
within research institutions include improvements to incentive systems and communi-
cation with the public about research findings (Wittmayer and Hölscher 2017). In pub-
lic administrations, strong sectoral and hierarchical challenges have been emphasized 

Fig. 1  Challenges within the trialogical cooperation
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(Zalas 2021; Raffer et al. 2023). Discussions about democratic legitimacy of these trans-
formative processes are gaining momentum as new forms of governance are being tested 
(Schramm et al. 2018; Ehnert et al. 2019; von Wirth et al. 2019; Höcke and Schnur 2021). 
The need for new forms of urban governance has been emphasized (WBGU 2016) and 
a variety of forms, such as adaptive and reflexive governance can be found in litera-
ture (Allen et al. 2023). However, it remains unclear “what aspects of these governance 
arrangements might support or hinder transformation toward the SDGs” (Allen et  al. 
2023, 1263). Additionally, evaluations of projects and processes in terms of their impact 
on societal and scientific outcomes have only increased in recent years (Luederitz et al. 
2017; Newig et al. 2019; Schäfer et al. 2020; Scholl and De Kraker 2021; Schäpke et al. 
2024).

As shown, multiple challenges that have hindered strategic cooperation between 
actors until now have already been explored. This displays the difficulty of implement-
ing new governance modes. The systemic relations and interdependencies between 
these three challenges have, to our knowledge, not been widely analyzed. Studying these 
relations might widen the scope for implementing new modes of governance for trans-
formation towards sustainability. Additionally, (Bögel, et al., 2022) emphasize the impor-
tance of recognizing individuals in steering such transformations. Research on the role 
that key individuals — or intermediaries — play within them requires more attention 
(Ziervogel 2019; Schäpke 2018). The aim of the study is to shed light on the perspec-
tives of such potential key individuals on their cooperation experiences. The underlying 
research questions are:

Which key relations within the trialogical cooperation can be observed that hinder 
and enhance transformative urban governance?

To assess this, we ask: What are the key perceptions that shape the trialogical coopera-
tion of city makers, researchers and city administrators?

To address both questions, we conducted workshops and group discussions from 
which the content was qualitatively analysed. The results are structured as follows: 
First, we analyze differences and similarities in individual perceptions from a) the three 
spheres of actors; as well as the potentials and challenges for b) individual and institu-
tional development, and c) a strategic cooperation. Second, summarizing the findings, 
we then present a conceptual model. With this, we explore and discuss the key relations 
in such multi-actor cooperations.

Multi‑actor cooperations in transitions research
Key relations within multi-actor cooperations have been discussed in various fields of 
research, one of them being transitions research. Since the late 2000s transitions research 
has emerged as a major research field focused on understanding and navigating trans-
formative (urban) dynamics. Recent debates in this field center around key aspects: first, 
transitions research focusses on actors and agency to understand roles and interactions 
in urban change (Egermann et  al.,  2024). This aspect also relates to discussions about 
institutional logics and the relation between institutions and individuals (Fuenfschilling 
and Truffer 2016). More broadly, it connects to the duality of structure and action intro-
duced by Giddens in 1984 and is further discussed, for example, in institutional theory 
(Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Second, urban governance approaches for systemic change 
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are explored and addressed –through transformative and transdisciplinary approaches 
like transition management and urban experimentation. Third, urban transformative 
capacities for addressing and governing urban transitions are identified and researched 
on (Egermann et al., 2024). The next sections give a broad overview about existing find-
ings relating to the three key aspects.

Individual and collective agency

In studies about agency, there tends to be a greater emphasis on collective agency rather 
than individual agency when it comes to generating change. (Bögel, et  al., 2022, 172) 
note that: “[…] individualistic psychology has been criticized for overestimating the 
power of the individual and neglecting the structural constraints of human action […]. 
Approaches based on a collective understanding of agency, in contrast, tend to neglect 
the roles of individuals and their motivations, which have critical implications for steer-
ing transitions.” Hence, studies focusing on both the collective and individual agency are 
needed. In a wider sense, research with regard to multi-level systems can help us under-
stand agency. Recently, transitions research has begun to pay more attention to this, with 
some studies examining the relations between individuals and institutions. For instance, 
Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2016) analyze agency in term of its potential to change insti-
tutions. Augenstein et al. (2022) use the embedded agency perspective to analyze mech-
anisms of change in real-world labs at the individual, collective and societal level.

Institutional contexts and logics

Discussions about agency lead to inquiries regarding organizational or institutional con-
texts that shape — and can be shaped by — transformative action. Differing logics of 
action among actors significantly influence cooperation (Gonser et al. 2019, Loibl 2005, 
Waag 2012). Specific organizational cultures, forms, and the logics that different actor 
spheres follow are studied (Ehnert, et  al., 2022, Selle 2005, Gonser et  al.  2019).  Gon-
ser et al. (2019) emphasize that cooperation can generate both synergies and conflicts 
between institutions and actors in the subsystems. They argue that a transformative ori-
entation of a project intensifies conflicts between different subsystems, for example, due 
to the increased risk of failure in experiments. The different subsystems and their inher-
ent logics addressed in this article were examined in an earlier article co-authored by the 
authors alongside other experts. It highlighted how differing inherent logics can pose 
challenges for strategic cooperation (Wanner et al. 2022).

Transformative urban governance and capacities

Understanding factors that promote or inhibit transformative urban governance has 
recently received more attention in research. Transformative urban governance can be 
understood as the “formal and informal rules, rulemaking systems and actor networks at 
all levels of society that enable transformative change toward sustainability” (Allen et al. 
2023, 1256). It builds upon adaptive and reflexive governance approaches emphasiz-
ing flexibility and reflexivity — particularly regarding rethinking and changing existing 
structures or institutions fundamentally and deliberately. Identified capacities essen-
tial for enhancing transformative governance include reflexive learning, experimenta-
tion, inclusion of diverse perspectives and knowledge, as well as decision making under 
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conditions of uncertainty (Chaffin et  al. 2016; Bosomworth 2018; Visseren-Hamakers 
et al. 2021; Allen et al. 2023).

Concepts related to transformative governance capacities in specifically urban con-
texts have also been introduced. Wolfram (2016) points out ten key components of 
transformative urban governance. Among these components are inclusive and multi-
form urban governance, experimentation and reflexivity, and social learning. Hölscher 
(2020) introduces a conceptual framework to explain and support capacities to achieve 
transformative (climate) governance. She understands governance capacity as: “an emer-
gent property that is constantly mediated through the formal and informal collabora-
tion and learning processes between multiple governance actors and how they interact 
with their organisational contexts” (Hölscher 2020, 51). These theoretical aspects set the 
ground for this study and will be reflected on in the discussion.

In the next sections, the cooperation between city makers, transformative researchers 
and city administrators is explored regarding the resulting learning processes and the 
interaction of individuals with their organizational contexts. From this we aim to learn 
about key relations for enhancing transformative urban governance.

Methods, data basis and analysis
We investigated key relations within the trialogical cooperation and their implications 
for enhancing urban transformative governance using an exploratory qualitative empiri-
cal approach. This research approach was applied as it allows to gain deeper understand-
ing about social realities and internal perceptions. It is useful for research objects, which 
have not been studied widely (Eisewicht and Hitzler 2023).

Desk research to identify triaogical cooperations

The study began with desk research that generated a long-list of trialogical coopera-
tions. From this list, we identified different forms of trialogical cooperation. Coopera-
tion was defined based on Tribble (2023) as actors working together intending to achieve 
a common goal. We limited our scope to cooperations within German cities involving 
city makers, transformative researchers and city administrators, specifically targeting 
transformation of urban (public) spaces. This refined long-list was later supplemented 
with additional cooperations mentioned by our participants. We then analyzed this list 
according to several categories: spatial, temporal, and financial characteristics, labeled 
formats, thematic focuses and goals, as well as actor constellations (see Table 1). Two 
main types of cooperation were observed: 1) (structured) projects and 2) (loose) net-
works (see Table 1). The first is primarily concerned with joint action on specific trans-
formation tasks, while the latter serves to set political agendas and facilitate knowledge 
transfer.

In projects, the cooperation was pre-defined by funding conditions and duration, 
as well as by their respective spatial focus – often at neighborhood or city level. They 
addressed specific transformation tasks, such as mobility transition or climate change. 
Each project has established objectives and specific steps that were agreed upon in 
advance or at project’s outset. Examples include projects funded by federal urban 
development programs such as the BMBF Zukunftsstadt funding or within the NSP 
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Post-Corona Stadt funding. In these cases, funding was precisely but not equally allo-
cated among actors, who varied in number and type, aside from a fixed steering group.

The cooperation in networks tended to be more open and focused on particular tasks 
(e.g., Netzwerk Immovielien) or on specific groups of actors and their daily activi-
ties (e.g., Netzwerk Bürgerbeteiligung). Within these networks, working groups were 
formed, and regular meetings organized. Networks operated within cities or on larger 
scales. Some functioned informally without any funding (e.g., Netzwerk Reallabore der 
Nachhaltigkeit), while others secured financial support through sponsors, fees or dona-
tions (e.g., Netzwerk Bürgerbeteiligung).

The occasions for cooperation differed between the projects and networks. On one 
hand, political agenda-setting and the associated funding opportunities facilitated 
cooperation, particularly in projects. Crises, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, have 
prompted the creation of new funding sources and thus cooperation (e.g. funding Post-
Corona Stadt). This trend is evident in many projects initiated by city administrations 
and research institutions. On the other hand, neglected (public) spaces in cities drove 
cooperation aimed at improving these areas. The development of visions for these spaces 
and the recognition of the need for additional actors to help realize these visions evoked 
cooperation. Examples include initiatives like Altstadtquartier Büchel in Aachen and 
Casa Schützenplatz in Stuttgart.

Table 1  Two basic forms of cooperation in trialogues and their characteristics

Format Spatial 
charac-
teristics

Temporal 
charac-
teristics

Financial 
charac-
teristics

Actor 
constellation

Primary focus Examples

Project Household
Streets
Neighborhood
City
Region

Defined dura-
tion (often 
3 years)

Funding (dif-
ferent funding 
bodies and 
amounts)

Defined group 
with additional 
participants, 
can change 
during the 
process

Defined goals, 
joint action 
towards 
transforma-
tion task

Zukunftsstadt 
Dresden
ACademie für 
kollaborative 
Stadtentwick-
lung
Casa Schützen-
platz Stuttgart

Network City
Region
State

No fixed dura-
tion

No/informal 
funding or 
sponsoring

No fixed group, 
mostly one 
steering group

Political 
agenda 
setting, knowl-
edge transfer

Netzwerk 
Bürgerbeteili-
gung (network 
for citizen 
participation)
Netzwerk 
Reallabore der 
Nachhaltigkeit 
(Network real-
world labs for 
sustainability)
Netzwerk 
Immovielien 
(Network 
Immovielien, 
promoting 
real-estate as 
commons)
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Group discussions and interactive workshops to gain subjective and collective insights

In addition to desk research, the project team set up a series of group discussions and 
interactive workshops from May 2022 to May 2023 (see Fig. 2). The project team was 
transdisciplinary itself as it consisted of two city makers, five transformative researchers, 
and two city administrators. After each workshop, the team collectively reflected on the 
results and decided on subsequent steps. The first workshop was held within a confer-
ence. Therefore, those participants were not selected by the project team. For the fol-
lowing symposia and workshops, participants from projects listed in the long-list were 
invited. To ensure effective discussions, the number of participants was limited based 
on the method applied; for example, group discussions aimed for five to ten participants. 
The projects team sought to include individuals with extensive experience in leading 
roles alongside early-careers to capture diverse viewpoints. Over this two-year process, 
a total of 97 people participated: 29 city administrators, 40 researchers and 28 city mak-
ers. Most participants worked in fields related to climate and environmental protection; 
others were involved in urban planning and housing, mobility, education, or culture.

The group discussions and workshops were designed with both an analytical inter-
est and a normative aim. The latter was to actively encourage participants to reflect on 
their actions in cooperations with the other two actor groups. Thus, the research process 
integrated the two perspectives: exploring and shaping the conditions for cooperation 
and governance of urban transformation. For this, various methods were applied during 
the workshops and discussions. For instance, a reflexive game was used to facilitate self-
perception and external perception among participants. Additionally, active listening 
techniques were used to enhance understanding among the three actor spheres. Group 
discussions served as a method to gain subjective insights into collective experiences in 
joint contexts (Liebig and Nentwig-Gesemann 2009). These discussions were held either 
within the separate actor group to promote open dialogue or with representatives from 
all spheres to jointly identify challenges and ideas. Guiding questions were formulated 
by the project team to steer these group discussions (examples see Table 2).

For data analysis, an inductive qualitative content analysis approach was applied (May-
ring 2010). First, all data was transcribed and then inductively coded in MaxQDA. The 
initial coding focused to content-related elements, such as descriptions of actor spheres 
or challenges. The second round of coding concentrated on the distinction between 

Fig. 2  Research approach
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internal and external perceptions. These perceptions are presented in the in the next 
sections.

Individual perceptions of trialogical cooperations
In the workshops we conducted, the participants expressed different individual per-
ceptions of the cooperation. Notably, self-perceptions differed from the external per-
ceptions in several aspects. These differing perceptions are presented in the following 
chapters and answer research question one. The first section focuses on the perception 
of each actor sphere, while the second examines the perceived opportunities and chal-
lenges of cooperation for the individuals involved. The third section explores how the 
project-based cooperation described earlier is perceived.

Differing perceptions between the spheres of actors

The surveys of the individuals’ perceptions of their respective and other spheres show 
both converging and diverging perceptions.

City administrations

Participants generally described city administrations as reliable and structured. Their 
strong influence on urban development and their ability to create a framework for 
cooperation was recognized. Participants highlighted their expertise in permitting and 
planning law issues, as well as their access to funding, data and public space. City-wide 
networks and human resources were also mentioned; however, city administrators 
themselves indicated that they often operate with insufficient staffing. City administra-
tors also perceived themselves as having strong skills in facilitating participation pro-
cesses and preparing policy proposals and decisions. The main challenges they identified 
included the dependence on political decisions (especially during election periods), for-
malization and bureaucracy, hierarchical structures, and the lack of interdepartmental 
cooperation. Formalization and bureaucracy, in particular, was indicated by both city 
makers and researchers as slowing down processes. City administrators expressed con-
cern about other actors’ lack of understanding regarding their work and organizational 
structures – a sentiment echoed by the others involved. Both city makers and research-
ers pointed out that city administrations often expect a high level of commitment from 

Table 2  Examples of guiding questions and impressions of the methods applied in the workshops. 
Photos: (f.l.t.r.) Laura Brings, Agnes Förster, Svenja Noltemeyer
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them. At the same time, city administrators felt a greater need for expectation manage-
ment. Researchers noted discrepancies in timelines and expected outcomes, along with 
a lack of understanding for research questions. They observed general overwhelm and 
internal disagreements within the city administration. In this context, city administra-
tors reported difficulties in finding time for everyday tasks when cooperating with oth-
ers. City makers emphasized that they experience an unequal level of cooperation and 
recognition of ideas from civil society when working together. All participants agreed 
that while city administrations are typically less open to new ideas, they can be very sup-
portive when personal contact is established.

Transformative researchers

Transformative researchers were generally described as open to experimentation, neu-
tral, objective, and independent. These characteristics contribute to their legitimacy 
in the eyes of third parties, which city makers found particularly beneficial. Individual 
researchers were described as curious and sometimes even activism-oriented in their 
approach. Their work is reflective, retrospective, and analytical; other actors perceived 
this as helpful but occasionally too theoretical and abstract. Participants highlighted 
their extensive (inter-)national networks, methods, and knowledge – for example 
about best practices. City administrations acknowledged the valuable texts produced 
by researchers, while city makers appreciated the understanding that researchers have 
for their needs. However, the visionary work of researchers was perceived as ambigu-
ous. On one hand, new ideas and answers generated enthusiasm among city makers and 
city administrators; on the other hand, city administrators expressed concerns about 
raising expectations among third parties. City makers also raised issues regarding the 
potential for researchers to appropriate their ideas and present them as their own. There 
was disagreement about researchers’ abilities to plan and implement processes. While 
researchers considered themselves capable initiators and managers who occasionally 
face communication challenges, representatives from other spheres emphasized these 
communication difficulties – particularly concerning the dissemination of results that 
often fell short. In terms of resources, research organizations reported to have sufficient 
human resources and the capacity to apply for large amounts of funding. However, this 
time-limited and financial reliance on funding led to perceptions of fluctuation and a 
lack of reliability among researchers. The universities’ ability to involve students in coop-
erations was seen as an opportunity for change but also as potentially overwhelming for 
participants.

City makers

City makers described themselves as motivated, independent, flexible, creative, fast, and 
curious. Both researchers and city administrators appreciated their activist and proac-
tive engagement as implementation partners but also perceived them as demanding and 
critical. City makers identified their strengths in developing visions, making connec-
tions, and building relationships. However, they felt that their will and ideas for change 
were hindered by a lack of legitimacy and power in decision-making. In this context, 
both city administrators and researchers noted that city makers could become eas-
ily frustrated, which requires careful management of expectations. The local networks 
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and knowledge that city makers contribute were particularly valued for involving other 
actors in processes. While their contributions were appreciated, they were often not 
financially compensated. The lack of consideration in funding and the overall shortage of 
financial resources were identified as major challenges. Additionally, city makers faced 
challenges within their own sphere, including competition among themselves and a lack 
of acceptance among different actors.

Complements and constraints in trialogical cooperation

As shown, there are fundamental differences between the spheres of actors regarding 
their knowledge bases, networks, and competencies – and how they are perceived. We 
argue that the three spheres of actors could potentially benefit from each other and form 
strong coalitions for transformation. However, all spheres face challenges such as time 
constraints, limited human resources, expectations of commitment, and a lack of knowl-
edge about each other. The absence of knowledge about each other can lead to differing 
perceptions and expectations, which poses a threat for (strategic) cooperation and thus 
to transformative urban governance. The next section gives deeper insights into the per-
ceived challenges and opportunities for individuals in trialogical cooperation.

Trialogical cooperations as opportunities and challenges for individuals

In the study, we found numerous references to trialogical cooperation as environments 
for learning and development – particularly in identifying challenges and recognizing 
opportunities for individuals (compare Table 3).

Table 3  Frequently mentioned perceived learning processes and challenges through and in 
cooperation processes

Learning processes Challenges

City makers - Adapting communication and argu-
mentation
- Managing persisting on ideas and 
withdrawal for interest of project
- Achieving legitimization through 
cooperation
- Appreciating own freedom and flex-
ibility

- Cooperation leads to additional tasks
- Intense effort in short timeframes
- No remuneration
- Lack of recognition for time and effort 
spent
- Lack of continuity & vision
- Insecurity about ownership of ideas

Transformative researcher - Feeling of actively contributing to 
transformation
- Recognizing failure as learning experi-
ence
- Dealing with emotions, uncertainties, 
expectations
- Perceiving self-efficiency
- Appreciating own freedom and flex-
ibility

- Cooperation leads to additional tasks
- Challenging coordination of tasks
- Deferral of personal tasks (PhD)
- Fear of staff overload
- Difficulties in leaving team after project 
ends
- Lack of recognition for time and effort 
spent
- Expectation management

City administrators - Advancing skills in systemic thinking
- Learning project-oriented work
- Perceiving self-efficiency

- Cooperation leads to additional tasks
- Challenging coordination of tasks
- Lack of continuity & vision
- Lack of recognition for time and effort 
spent
- High pressure through approval logics
- Fear about failure and making mistakes
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Individual learning processes

The learning processes varied among the three spheres. City makers reported that they 
learned to adapt their communication and argumentation based on the specific actor 
sphere involved. They also emphasized that they learned to manage tensions between 
persisting with their ideas and withdrawal in the interest of the project. City administra-
tors gained skills in systemic thinking and project-oriented work. Researchers perceived 
cooperation as an opportunity to actively contribute to urban transformation tasks. Fail-
ure within the processes was seen as a valuable learning experience. They learned how 
to deal with emotional ups and downs, uncertainties about outcomes and processes, and 
varying expectations. Both researchers and city administrators perceived self-efficiency 
within the cooperation, while city makers saw the legitimization of their own ideas 
through cooperation as a significant opportunity. Additionally, both city makers and 
researchers expressed that working with city administrations enhanced their apprecia-
tion for their own freedom and flexibility.

Challenges for individual development

However, the cooperation also poses challenges for individuals and their development. 
First, all actors identified the volume of additional tasks related to the cooperation as a 
challenge. City administrators found it difficult to coordinate everyday tasks with those 
related to the cooperation. Researchers faced similar issues; many chose to put other 
tasks – such as publications or PhD projects – on hold. This situation has led to high 
burnout rates in many research institutions and caused some PhD students to drop 
out. City makers highlighted that the intense effort required within short timeframes 
was challenging, especially as this effort is often not remunerated. Another concern 
shared by all participants was related to the end of projects and processes. Researchers 
expressed difficulties in leaving project teams and concerns with transitions and hand-
overs when the project ended, while city makers and city administrators felt a lack of 
continuity and visions after project completion, leaving them feeling abandoned. A third 
challenge concerns institutional logics. All spheres of actors articulated frustration over 
the lack of recognition for time and effort spent on processes outside of their core tasks 
or roles in the respective institutions. City administrators perceived a high level of pres-
sure due to approval logics that often needed explaining to other parties. Researchers felt 
an expectation to manage and initiate cooperation due to their funding arrangements. 
This relates to the fourth challenge: career risks. As previously mentioned, researchers 
often prioritized cooperation over scientific output, resulting in feelings of not doing 
justice to any sphere of actors. Consequently, researchers in management positions 
reported feeling guilty about sending staff into situations of overwhelm. City administra-
tors expressed fears about making mistakes regarding hierarchical protocols or permit-
ting experimental processes. Meanwhile, city makers worried about losing ownership of 
their own ideas during cooperations.

Project‑based cooperation: an opportunity or a challenge for strategic cooperation?

As previously explained, the cooperation within projects is the most common form of 
cooperation. However, the question of how useful these projects are for future strategic 
cooperation for urban transformation towards sustainability is not widely discussed. In 
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our research, participants identified several opportunities and challenges for future stra-
tegic cooperation.

Projects helped to develop a common language and enhance understanding and trust 
among the different actor spheres. The increased knowledge about each actor and their 
respective institutions facilitated the development of expectation management. Addi-
tionally, various funding opportunities became clearer, enabling new alliances to form. 
Our study further revealed that adjustments were made within the actors’ spheres as 
a result of their cooperation. City administrators modified task distributions, research-
ers adapted their funding proposals and reallocated resources for cooperation, and city 
makers recognized their role as political actors. This suggests that increasing knowledge 
about the spheres by reflecting on them could be an approach not only to address the 
differences and similarities in perception across the spheres but also to foster change 
within them.

Despite these advancements, numerous challenges remain. Local political will was 
identified as a major obstacle for implementing measures and processes, especially 
during election periods. Additionally, funding periods are often too short for strategic 
cooperation, raising concerns about short-termism. The resulting high staff turnover can 
hinder knowledge transfer, and unclear ownership complicates how ideas are positioned 
for funding. All actors struggle with limited resources and balancing individual goals 
with collective ones, often leading to overwhelm and insecurities.

Key relations in a multidimensional conceptual model
The above-mentioned potentials and challenges point towards multiple factors that 
influence the existing and future trialogical cooperation. To explore these more system-
ically, a conceptual model was developed by the authors. Thereby, three key relations 
were identified and are discussed in the following.

The conceptual model was developed based on the insights the authors gained during 
the workshops and group discussions. Initial reflections on this structure were devel-
oped beforehand by the authors in cooperation with a transdisciplinary team and pub-
lished in an article (Wanner et al. 2022).

The conceptual model

The conceptual model connects four main levels: 1) the cooperation, 2) the individual, 3) 
the team and 3) the institutional level (see Fig. 3). The cooperation occurs within a spe-
cific urban context and is influenced by general conditions.

In the urban context, several actors work separately or collaboratively on a wide range 
of transformation tasks, such as adaptation to climate change. The trialogical coopera-
tion is shaped by the urban context including the local participation culture, the local 
political situation, artifacts, or the resources, environments, and actors available locally. 
Additionally, general conditions – such as national political landscapes and available 
funding – also structure this cooperation. Importantly, both the general conditions and 
the urban context can be influenced by the cooperation that takes place within them. For 
instance, emerging local and national networks or the implementation of conceptual or 
physical measures can reshape these contexts. This interaction can therefore be visual-
ized as a bidirectional vertical axis (red arrow). Along this axis, we can explore questions 
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about the impact of cooperations on urban developments as well as about the influence 
of urban context factors on cooperation.

At the cooperation level, individuals from different actor spheres cooperate towards a 
common goal. We can introduce a horizontal axis (blue arrow) to analyze aspects such 
as effective forms of cooperation for transformation, power dynamics, actor constella-
tions, and communication strategies within the cooperation.

A second vertical axis (yellow arrow) can be applied for examining individuals involved 
in this cooperation more closely. The underlying assumption is that individuals act 
based on their specific competencies, resources, and characteristics while at the same 
time being part of institutions that guide their action. Along this axis, we can investi-
gate learning processes and structural adaptations within teams and institutions driven 
by individuals. We can also assess the impact of institutions on individuals and thus on 
cooperations.

As shown, many questions in relation to transformative cooperations can be systemi-
cally explored using the model. We believe that the model can serve as an analytical lens 
for investigating key factors and relations not only in this trialogue but also in any form 
of (transdisciplinary) cooperation for urban transformation towards sustainability.

Our study focused on identifying the key relations within trialogical cooperation that 
hinder and enhance transformative urban governance. The results revealed a wide range 
of factors, which relate to multiple levels. Along the three axes in the model, we were 
able to identify three key relations that seemed to be specifically important for this tria-
logical cooperation:

1.	 The interaction between existing contexts and current forms of cooperation.
2.	 The mutual influence between individuals and institutions.

Fig. 3  Conceptual model developed by Laura Brings and Agnes Förster. This model shows the multi-level 
embedding of trialogical actors: the trialogical cooperation itself is influenced and influences a specific urban 
context with multiple actors and transformation tasks (TT) as well as general conditions. The individuals 
taking part in trialogical cooperation again are structured and at the same time structure the individual, team 
and institutional level
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3.	 The enhancement of collective and individual transformative capacities through 
reflexive learning.

 These relations are discussed in the following sections.

Relation I: interaction between existing contexts and current forms of cooperation

The first relation is based on discussions regarding different forms of cooperation aimed 
at transformation towards urban sustainability. This relates to the first vertical axis (red 
arrow) in the model in terms of which forms are suitable for managing urban transfor-
mation and promoting urban change. It also connects to the horizontal axis (blue arrow) 
in terms of which forms of cooperation facilitate or hinder strategic cooperation.

Funded projects as opportunities and challenges for cooperation

In our study, participants perceived projects as both opportunities and challenges for 
cooperation. Funding was seen as legitimation and an incentive to cooperate. Through 
project-based cooperation, participants developed mutual understanding and estab-
lished new networks – an aspect considered particularly important for transformative 
governance by Hölscher (2020). However, participants noted that time constraints, 
unequal compensation, and additional tasks hinder long-term cooperation. They also 
emphasized the need of flexibility in funding and experimentation clauses, which are 
influenced by the broader political landscape and the respective funding lines and legal 
frameworks. For strategic, experimental, and innovative cooperations, these concerns 
necessitate adjustments (Bergmann et al. 2021; Netzwerk Reallabore der Nachhaltigkeit 
2023).

Projectification and incrementalism

There is a growing debate about incrementalism and projectification in urban transfor-
mation. Questions arise regarding how to integrate such projects or experiments within 
planning systems (Hutter and Wiechmann 2010; Torrens and Wirth 2021; Scholl and 
De Kraker 2021). Approaches like strategic planning are being further discussed to 
acknowledge flow, flexibility, and adaptation in planning and through that integrating 
projects in these planning systems (Wiechmann 2018). Recent discussions have called 
for a distinction between experiments and projects. In this context, Torrens and von 
Wirth (2021,14) highlight “the risk of projectification of urban change processes, which 
induces unambitious incrementalism, short-termism, lack of direction, lack of follow-
up, and unmet learning promises.” They advocate for creating “hybrid spaces that medi-
ate between projects and experiments and permanent organisations”. In our workshops, 
participants suggested establishing a strategic track alongside an operative, experimental 
track in city administrations – similar to practices in Rotterdam. Further research on 
already implemented strategic cooperative approaches could enhance understanding of 
how this might be realized in detail.

Further influencing factors

Beyond national funding frames and political will, other urban context factors signifi-
cantly impact (strategic) cooperation. These factors are, for example, municipal budgets 
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(Ehnert et al. 2019), local participation cultures (Sterbenk and Braun 2022) or existing 
projects as well as conflicts (Selle 2005). In our study, participants highlighted the par-
ticipation culture or ‘DNA’ of a city as a key factor influencing current and future coop-
erations. Other mentioned influencing factors included existing alliances and openness 
for forming new ones as well as available municipal funding for projects initiated by city 
makers – and its (uneven) distribution across civil society. Therefore, it may be valuable 
to pay closer attention to the urban context in which the cooperation takes place and 
how this influences strategic cooperation.

Relation II: mutual influence between individuals and institutions

The second relation focuses on individuals within a multi-level system. Following Gid-
dens’ structuration theory (1984), we assume that individuals are part of a system where 
rules, norms, and institutions form a structuring duality with knowledgeable actors and 
their actions. This concept is illustrated in the model by the second vertical axis (yellow 
arrow), which indicates a bidirectional influence.

Navigating in multi‑level systems

Our study revealed that navigation in one’s specific multi-level system is a challenging 
task. Participants expressed significant interest in reflecting on these systems, particu-
larly on the institutions they operate within. Gonser et al. (2019) emphasize the impor-
tance of this reflection, especially regarding differing risk cultures and perceptions of 
success and failure, which can limit the scope of action in cooperations. Within these 
institutional frames, we observe the bidirectional structuration proposed by Giddens 
(1984): institutions provide a frame with certain resources, guiding principles, and 
boundaries that make cooperation necessary. The specific boundaries were indicated 
to hinder flexibility and mutual understanding when not communicated transparently. 
Gonser et al. (2019) confirm this perspective and highlight the potential of transdiscipli-
nary (and transformative) research as a response to entrenched inflexible social systems. 
They further stress that only by exploring these boundaries synergies can be identified 
and existing structures questioned.

Individuals shaping institutions

Our study also demonstrated that individuals play an active role in shaping institutions 
by identifying challenges, adapting ways of working, and critically assessing existing 
structures. Examples include the adjustments in team structures and processes, rethink-
ing how young researchers are promoted, and questioning of funding applications. 
These examples underscore the crucial role of individuals in leadership positions for 
driving transformation. Fuenfschilling and Truffer (2016) found that actors have the abil-
ity to create, maintain, or disrupt (institutional) structures. They state “that the scope 
of agency grows with the increase of institutional plurality within the regime. However, 
how actors engage in agency and what the effects on the regime are, is highly dependent 
on the type of institutional work applied.” (ibid., 310) Studying the types of institutional 
work applied in this trialogical cooperation could enhance our understanding of which 
approaches lead to change within institutions.
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Reflecting for enhancing transformative urban governance

Reflecting on the structures in which individuals are embedded could serve as a pathway 
for generating change. Our work, for instance, shows that exchanging about institutional 
logics is vital for strategic cooperation as it fosters understanding, expectation manage-
ment, and trust among participants. Furthermore, our analysis indicates that examining 
spheres from different perspectives reveals differences in perceptions that pose major 
challenges for future strategic cooperation. This aligns with transformative governance 
approaches defining reflexive learning as a key capacity for transformation (Bosomworth 
2018; Allen et  al. 2023). This leads us to explore the third relation: which individual 
and collective capacities are necessary for governing of urban transformation towards 
sustainability.

Relation III: enhancement of collective and individual transformative capacities 

through reflexive learning

In recent years, transformative capacities have been a focal point of discussion and 
have been researched, for example, by Wolfram (2016) and Hölscher (2020). Hölscher 
introduces a conceptual framework to explain and support the capacities necessary for 
achieving transformative climate governance. She distinguishes between stewarding, 
unlocking, transformative, and orchestrating capacities. From a discursive–institutional 
perspective, Bosomworth (2018) identifies reflexive learning, inclusion of diverse per-
spectives, experimentation, and decision making under conditions of uncertainty as 
essential capacities for transformative governance.

Developed transformative capacities

Examining Hölscher’s work on capacities revealed that participants in our study men-
tioned aspects relating to all four types: networking and adapting language can be iden-
tified as stewarding capacities. Discussion about current boundaries within institutional 
frames is one example for developed unlocking capacities. In terms of orchestrating 
capacities, participants noted the establishment of spaces for knowledge exchange in 
trialogical cooperation, the mediation between interests, and informal networking. The 
successful implementation of measures and adaptations in internal structures fall into 
the category of transformative capacities (compare Table 4).

Regarding the capacities for transformative governance suggested by Bosomworth 
(2018), we also observed enhancements resulting from trialogical cooperation. The 
inclusion of diverse perspectives was facilitated by the various networks associated with 
each sphere of actors. Experimentation was particularly supported through project 
frameworks that legitimize experimental action. Both researchers and city administra-
tors emphasized their growing capacity decision-making under conditions of uncertainty 
– an area where city administrators often lacked experience with incremental develop-
ments. Reflexive learning emerged from trialogical cooperation, for example, in rethink-
ing and adapting internal structures. Our study indicates that many suggested capacities 
for transformative governance were indeed developed through trialogical cooperation. 
However, questions remain on how to further support this capacity building.
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Projects as social learning spaces with room for improvement

We found that projects provide a resonance space for addressing boundaries: during 
cooperation, participants encounter numerous challenges related to institutional and 
individual constraints such as timelines or expectations. These challenges can lead to 
individual learning, which in turn may result in adaptations in team and institutional 
structures. However, they can also generate conflicts both within and beyond pro-
jects. Consequently, we call for an altered consideration of the ethical frameworks and 
responsibilities that arise when working transdisciplinarily. These entail a reflection 
about expectation management, power constellations, sharing of resources and com-
munication principles. Additionally, recognizing the potential overwhelm on individu-
als within project settings is crucial. We believe that trialogical cooperation in projects 
can enhance capacity building when consciously dealing with boundaries at both institu-
tional and individual levels – but how can this be achieved?

A study by Castán Broto et al. (2019) reflects on the components identified in litera-
ture that contribute to the emergence of transformative capacity as a systemic property 
within urban settings. They conclude that “strategies prioritizing social learning and 
reflexive action may be a means to foster other components of transformative capacity“ 
(Castán Broto et  al. 2019, 460). This notion aligns with further literature about trans-
formative and social learning in relation to reflexive governance (Loorbach, 2010). As 
demonstrated, the trialogical cooperation can serve as a social learning environment 
where capacities can be built by reflexive action. In our study we used reflexive and 
structuring approaches to gain and generate understanding about each sphere of actors 
and underlying challenges in their cooperation. In a protected space, we used reflexive 
methods, such as games and active listening to promote self-reflection among partici-
pants while fostering mutual understanding. Participants highlighted the importance 
of honest reflections on challenges and limits along with exchanges beyond project 
boundaries. We therefore propose that such protected spaces for honest exchange can 
enhance social learning and subsequently build capacities for transformative urban gov-
ernance. As this is surely not only our approach, it would be beneficial to analyze similar 
approaches elsewhere along with their outcomes regarding transformative capacities.

Table 4  Indicators of enhanced transformative capacities based on Hölscher (2020) and 
Bosomworth (2018)

Capacities for transformative governance Examples from our results

Höls-
cher (2020 )

Stewarding capacity Networking, adapting language

Unlocking capacity Reflecting on existing institutional boundaries

Orchestrating capacity Establishment of spaces for knowledge 
exchange, mediation of interests

Transformative capacity Implementation of measures, adaptation of 
internal (institutional) structures

Bosomworth 
(2018 )

Inclusion of diverse perspectives Various networks of actors activated

Experimentation Legitimization through project frameworks

Decision-making under conditions of uncer-
tainty

Learning about uncertainties and how to deal 
with these

Reflexive learning Rethinking of internal structures
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Conclusion and outlook
This article explores systemic relations within the trialogical cooperation between city 
makers, city administrators and transformative researchers and the implications this has 
for enhancing urban transformative governance. Factors that influence this trialogical 
cooperation span across various levels. Funding was highlighted as a significant influence 
on cooperation, affecting project duration, the (lack of ) strategic orientation of projects, 
and the (unequal) distribution of resources among actors. This funding is shaped by both 
state-wide and local political contexts. Other influential factors within the urban context 
include the local participation cultures or existing alliances. Within the cooperations, 
differing expectations, time constraints and especially a lack of mutual understanding 
are important factors. Creating opportunities for joint reflection on these boundaries 
appears to foster cooperation. These opportunities are enhanced through already exist-
ing cooperations, which also enable innovation within institutions. However, the success 
of these reflective practices depends on the openness of individuals – particularly those 
in leadership positions – to engage in critical reflection and embrace change.

Dual embedding of individuals

Based on individual perceptions of cooperations, we have shown how individuals navi-
gate within these cooperations and the challenges they encounter related to their own 
institutions, project-based cooperation, and their individual actions. These findings raise 
further questions about the dual embedding of individuals: the systemic embedding 
in institutions versus the embedding of individuals in real-world cooperations within 
an urban context. Within this dual embedding, individuals face both challenges and 
opportunities in cooperation. This is prompting concerns about potential overwhelm. 
Transformative researchers must balance research and practice; city administrators 
need to navigate between hierarchies and sectors while adhering to legal frameworks 
and experimentation; city makers must reconcile their internal interests with collective 
and trialogical goals – all while operating within slow-to-change funding and institu-
tional structures. Throughout our study, we encountered many committed individuals 
who emphasized the learning opportunities and self-efficiency within their coopera-
tions; however high rates of burnout and overload remain prevalent. We argue that more 
attention should be directed toward addressing systemic barriers within each actors’ 
sphere. Tackling these barriers could facilitate systemic change, leading to increased 
cooperation possibilities and heightened motivation among individuals. As noted earlier, 
cooperation and motivation are especially important for urban transformations towards 
sustainability.

Future directions

Our findings also prompt broader consideration regarding trialogical cooperation: what 
happens beyond a single trialogue? To date, trialogical cooperations have mostly been 
implemented time-limited and without clear strategic orientation. Many cooperations 
occur simultaneously with little overarching guidance. Therefore, we argue that a medi-
ating level of organization is necessary – one grounded in transformative governance 
principles. This mediating level should focus on strategic alignment of approaches for 
tackling transformation tasks while incorporating cooperative experimentation and 
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reflexive learning. Emphasis should be placed on translating results into institutional 
structures and broader framework conditions. It could include physical spaces for 
encounter, networking activities, as well as new policies within institutions to enhance 
cooperation. Further research combined with real-world experimentation is needed to 
explore how these approaches can be implemented and to define what transformative 
governance may look like in practice.

As our study is based on subjective rather than representative perceptions from indi-
viduals, additional research can provide a more diverse and comprehensive overview of 
this specific cooperation along with its implications for individuals. By introducing the 
conceptual model, we invite other researchers to analyze different (trialogical) coopera-
tions to uncover systemic challenges and key relations for urban transformation towards 
sustainability.
Abbreviation
TTDR	� Transformative and transdisciplinary research
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