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This paper addresses the emerging methodological debate about citizen social science from

the perspective of participatory research methods. The paper introduces the research forum

as a horizontal and safe communicative space moderated by academic researchers that

enables co-researcher participation across all phases of co-creational research projects. It is

argued that in co-creational citizen social science, such a communicative space requires

conceptualisation in order for it to foster citizens’ engagement in the knowledge production

that deals with their specific social lifeworlds. In the research forum, the potential that the

social sciences bring to citizen science—methodological reflection and the theoretical

interpretation and contextualisation of data—can flourish in a collaborative process. Based on

the expertise in co-created research in multigenerational co-housing projects, the paper

reflects on practical experiences with the research forum in terms of four central dimensions:

(1) opening up spaces for social encounters; (2) establishing communicative practice; (3)

initiating a process of social self-understanding; (4) engaging in (counter-)public discourses.

Finally, the paper closes with a summary of potential and challenges that the research forum

provides as a methodological foundation for co-creation in citizen social science projects.
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Introduction

In recent years, the number of citizen science projects, and the
public recognition of citizen science, has increased sig-
nificantly (Sauermann et al., 2020). Citizen science has an over

three-decade history, and has been primarily conducted in the
natural sciences. In recent years, however, there has been an
increase in discourses on the role of the social sciences in citizen
science (Kullenberg and Kasperowski, 2016; Tauginienė et al.,
2020; Pettibone and Ziegler, 2016). The emerging field of citizen
social science brings together social science researchers who
conduct citizen science projects (Dadich, 2014; Purdam, 2014;
Kythreotis et al., 2019; Heiss and Matthes, 2017) and researchers
with a background in citizen science who focus on social issues
and thus apply and integrate social science methodologies and
theories in research (Darch, 2017; Eitzel et al., 2017; Hecker et al.,
2018; Mayer et al., 2021; Vohland et al., 2021). These two streams
converge in considering the role of citizens’ social concerns as a
central aspect that requires reflection on various degrees of par-
ticipation and involvement of citizens as co-researchers (Eleta
et al., 2019; Mayer et al., 2018; Bonhoure et al., 2019; Senabre
et al., 2018). In the following, we use the term “co-researcher” for
people that conduct research in a citizen science project—alone or
together with academic researchers (Whyte, 1990) and the term
“co-researcher communication” for mutual exchange between the
project partners.

From the very beginning, citizen science has served as an
umbrella term for a broad variety of approaches to citizen par-
ticipation in research (Shirk et al., 2012; Phillips et al., 2019). Two
perspectives on participation—a key concept in citizen science—
have developed. The first perspective is especially concerned with
the democratisation of science by renegotiating the relationship
between science and technology, on the one hand, and society
and the public, on the other, and by empowering participatory
grassroots research (Irwin, 1995; Kasemir et al., 2003; Leshner,
2003; Powell and Collin, 2009; Ottinger, 2010). The second per-
spective adopts a rather top-down, scientist-led crowd science
approach that aims to involve citizens in large numbers in the
data collection and analysis (Bonney et al., 2009; Bonney et al.,
2014; Franzoni and Sauermann, 2014). Notwithstanding this
duality of approaches, citizen participation in science is a topic
that has acquired new relevance in recent years because, as
Maasen and Lieven (2006) noted, “a general shift is seen to be
taking place from a legitimation through knowledge to a legit-
imation through participation” (p. 400; emphasis in the original).

Papers that use the term “citizen social science” include a broad
variety of levels of co-researcher participation and engagement
ranging from data collection by citizen research volunteers about
people begging in the streets of London (Purdam, 2014), through
co-creational research on mental health issues together with
affected people in Barcelona (Bonhoure et al., 2019), to accel-
erating climate action and awareness of climate policies through
increased citizen engagement (Kythreotis et al., 2019). Various
tools and approaches, for example, co-evaluation, are used to
enhance the research outcomes (Mayer et al., 2021).

The inclusion of a multitude of perspectives by strengthening
the discourse between (civil) society and science leads not only to
an increase in knowledge production but also to a different type
of knowledge that can contribute to finding more sustainable
solutions for practical societal challenges and problems. In co-
created research, citizens can draw up their own research agendas
by pursuing research interests that they have defined and that are
not always covered by academic disciplines and research para-
digms (Hecker et al., 2018). This can improve self-determination
and action potency through evidence-based knowledge that can
be transformed into social practices to solve societal issues and
problems. Co-creation-oriented citizen social science projects, in

particular, emphasise the importance of face-to-face commu-
nication in “participatory meetings” (Senabre-Hidalgo et al.,
2021). The authors stressed the potential of such communicative
spaces facilitated by academic researchers for reflecting on ethical
dimensions of research, such as the co-researchers’ and academic
researchers’ hidden agendas. However, a methodological con-
ceptualisation of these spaces remains rather implicit. Against this
background, we argue that an explicit discussion of the founda-
tional methodology that guides communication between project
partners is of key importance in co-creational citizen social sci-
ence projects. The communicative and discursive turn in social
and political science seems to be promising to further elaborate
on such a framework (Habermas, 1985; Kemmis and McTaggart,
2005). With social concerns of the co-researchers put at the
centre of the research, we consider co-researcher communication
essential for the co-creation process itself. Appropriate commu-
nication leads to ongoing exchange and reflection between all
stakeholders of the research, for example regarding the research
design (i.e., question, steps, aims), research ethics (i.e., informed
consent, data protection, intellectual property) and practical
effects on the co-researchers (i.e., community building, conflicts).

In the following, we are laying out a methodological framework
of the research forum as an approach to co-creational citizen
social science. First, by drawing on different theories, we provide
a methodological conceptualisation of the research forum as an
open, safe, inclusive, and horizontal space for co-researcher
communication in all phases of the research. The characteristics,
structure and aim of the research forum are described. In addi-
tion, we relate this conceptualisation of the research forum to
crucial aspects of citizen social science for enabling co-creational
research. Second, we introduce a co-created research project that
we conducted with multigenerational co-housing projects. In a
third step, we present four dimensions of the research forum and
our conceptual reflections on their practical application in the co-
housing projects to exemplify our methodological framework:
opening up spaces, communicative practices, social self-
understanding and (counter-)public discourses. In conclusion,
we summarise our findings and point out the potentials and
challenges of the research forum as a methodological foundation
for co-creation in citizen social science projects that enhances
both the impact of the knowledge produced and the democrati-
sation of science.

The research forum: a methodological framework for co-
creation
The debate is still ongoing about general characteristics of citizen
social science as an umbrella term for various approaches from
the environmental sciences and from social sciences and huma-
nities (Albert et al., 2021; Kullenberg and Kasperowski, 2016;
Tauginienė et al., 2020). In the following section, we present our
conceptualisation of the research forum as a methodological
framework for face-to-face communication between project
partners. We then outline how this conceptualisation relates to
four major aspects—participation, transdisciplinarity, impact, and
reflexivity—that we consider crucial for co-creational citizen
social science.

Conceptualisation. The term “forum” in early Latin means
“a place out of doors”. The Roman Forum was the public com-
municative space for citizens and municipal institutions. It was an
arena not only for important purposes such as religious practices,
court trials, and political speeches, but also for everyday con-
versation, gossip and discussions among laypeople. The forum
can be understood as a communication “marketplace” for
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exchanging perspectives and ideas that provided an opportunity
for social participation. According to Jürgen Habermas (1996),
the public sphere is constituted through communicative exchange
of private perspectives in which public opinions on issues of
general interest develop and progress. Despite many exclusionary
aspects regarding social status or gender, these early forms of
citizen participation in ancient cities eventually led to new forms
of democratic self-governance and decision-making. The con-
vergence of private and public opinions via communication has
similarities with the scientific aspiration to arrive at generalisable
findings.

The research forum is conceptualised as a series of workshops
explicitly dedicated to fostering co-creation, co-design and
transdisciplinarity across all phases of research—from defining
relevant research topics and planning the research, through data
collection and data analysis and interpretation, to presentation
and evaluation of results. The research forum has a modular
structure that takes account of the actual needs of the project in
terms of session frequency, focus, format and length. Rules of
communication are of crucial importance as an ethical foundation
for an appreciative exchange on equal terms between the different
project partners. The academic researchers take particular
responsibility for ensuring an inclusive and safe environment
through moderation and facilitation. The research forum provides
the methodological framework for co-designing and applying all
kinds of qualitative and quantitative methods, for example, focus
groups, photovoice, multilog writing and surveys. In these sessions
the general research topic is broken down, reformulated in a set of
research questions and transformed into methodical steps for
seeking new insights and results. The research forum ensures a
collaborative discussion and planning process, so that all research
participants can have their say, bring up their perspectives on the
topic and be part of the decision-making process regarding
research design and methods. By including the perspectives of
citizens and civil society, organisations can acquire new insights
for developing evidence-based practices.

The research forum sessions are typically structured in
accordance with the phases of research. In the first phase, the
research forum opens up a space in which co-researcher who
share a social concern ideally come together in a “knowledge
coalition” to define a research topic. Bonhoure et al. (2019) define
a knowledge coalition as “a group including a diversity of relevant
actors with diverse experiences and expertise, built to produce
socially robust knowledge” (p. 13). The intention of the research
forum as a “place out of doors” is that everyone who feels entitled
and can contribute to examining the research topic is invited to
participate. The second phase is dedicated to conducting research
by discussing the different perspectives, collecting data and
arriving at generalisable findings, and envisioning evolving social
practices. In the third phase, the focus is on a closing discussion in
which the results are summarised and the collaborative research
process is reflected upon. In a retrospective process evaluation,
the academic researchers ask for feedback on and an individual
assessment of the progress in acquiring knowledge, deeper self-
understanding and improvements of social practices. Throughout
these phases, the research forum directly serves the aims of citizen
social science by fostering: (A) co-creation and co-design of the
research process through participation; (B) reflexivity in the
planning and realisation process; (C) continuous transdisciplinary
exchange, inclusion, transparency and openness; and (D) mean-
ingful and relevant research results with potential for social
impact. Participation is addressing the level of engagement of co-
researchers, transdisciplinarity focuses on the diversity of
stakeholders and their interests, reflexivity is an essential tool
for addressing power-relations, and impact focuses on the actual
research outcomes.

Participation. Bonney et al. (2009, p. 17; see also Shirk et al.,
2012) distinguished between three models for public participation
in scientific research, which differ according to the extent to
which citizens are involved in steps in the research process: (1)
contributory projects, where citizen participation is largely lim-
ited to contributing to data collection and recording; (2) colla-
borative projects, where the involvement of non-scientists also
includes data analysis and, possibly, interpretation; (3) co-created
projects, where citizen participants are actively involved in most
or all steps in the scientific process. In the first two types of
participation—contributory and collaborative—citizen scientists
are involved merely as research assistants who do not have much
say in the planning of the research process. By contrast, co-
creation means that citizens participate collaboratively in the
decisions regarding the research process (Powell and Colin,
2009). This participatory model could be extended with a fourth
category. Whereas Haklay et al. proposed the term “extreme
citizen science” (2018) for collaborative, bottom-up research
practices, we prefer the term “citizen-led projects”, where mem-
bers of the public assume control and power over the design of
the project and thus “take ownership of the research” (Russo,
2012, para. 36). This corresponds to what Sherry Arnstein (1969)
called “citizen control as the highest rung on the ladder of citizen
participation”. It entails a reversal of roles between citizens and
experts (Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Sense, 2006). In such pro-
jects, it is not the academic researchers who set the research
agenda, but rather it is the citizens who initiate and carry out the
project and who involve the academic researchers more as
enablers and advisers (Evans and Jones, 2004).

As pointed out above, citizen social science regularly aims at
addressing urgent social issues through co-creation and co-design—
as driving principles throughout the entire research project. Research
is linked by co-creational formats to experiences and interests of
citizens as specialised experts in social concerns, i.e., support for
people with mental health issues or with disabilities (Albert et al.,
2021, p. 123–124). Co-decision-making begins at the project-design
stage, when the research topic and research questions are defined
(Bonhoure et al., 2019). It continues throughout the collection,
analysis and interpretation of data, and concludes with the
presentation of the results. We propose the research forum as a
methodological approach that can provide a horizontal, inclusive
and safe “communicative space” for different stakeholders in a
knowledge coalition. As such, the research forum enables co-
creational participation in transdisciplinary scientific knowledge
production and deliberation across all phases of research. Co-
creation is not only based on ethical considerations but also aims to
achieve a different kind of knowledge that is practice-situated,
sustainable and socially robust (Franzen and Hilbrich, 2015, p. 28)
and can be connected to public debates in society (Hecker et al.,
2018). By “socially robust knowledge” (Nowotny, 2003) we under-
stand knowledge that is meaningful for the actual lifeworld of
particular communities because it connects specific “situated
knowledges” (Haraway, 1988).

Transdisciplinarity. Citizen social science can be characterised as
a transdisciplinary science (Fam et al., 2018; Defila and Di Giulio,
2018). Whereas interdisciplinarity presupposes the dismantling of
the traditional boundaries between scientific disciplines in favour
of an open and multiperspectival view of the research object,
transdisciplinarity goes one step further by also involving other
social fields from outside the sciences. The concept “transdisci-
plinarity” refers to different backgrounds, perspectives and
agendas of the academic researchers and the co-researchers,
which require ongoing reflection (Pettibone et al., 2018). Co-
researchers in citizen social science projects have their own
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perspectives and interests regarding the research topic. As a
consequence, they have their own say when it comes to topics
such as the sustainable development of cities and neighbour-
hoods, gender equality, youth employment or mental health
issues. The reason for this is that the object of research cannot be
separated from the genuine life interests and practices of the co-
researchers. At the same time science methodologies and theories
can complement community skills and knowledge (Fortmann,
2009). When researching and acting in the social lifeworld
coincide, the perspectives of those involved in the research cannot
be omitted. With “social lifeworld”, we refer–following Alfred
Schutz and Thomas Luckmann, (1973)—to a concept that high-
lights the meaning structure inherent in culture and language,
which actors create and use to orient themselves towards the
social world (Habermas, 1987). If the knowledge to be produced
is to have direct and worthwhile consequences for the shaping of
the lifeworld and society, it is not enough for actors to simply join
in. Science intervenes as a matter of course in political spheres of
the lifeworld. Therefore, a transdisciplinary orientation of citizen
social science connects with more general discourses on political
participation in democratic societies (Thomas, 2021a; Scheller,
2019). However, transdisciplinarity alone does not guarantee the
production of socially robust knowledge (Maasen and Lieven,
2006, p. 401). Rather, as pointed out in the section above, ongoing
reflection on adequate levels of participation is required.

Reflexivity. Our conception of the research forum refers to
Kemmis and McTaggart’s “communicative space“ (2005, p. 563)
as a central element of participatory action research (PAR).
Academic researchers and co-researchers plan and discuss their
research collaboratively. Deeper and intersubjective under-
standing of the research object is reached especially by talking, by
everyone being able to put their views up for discussion, and by
everyone being able to be heard. The overarching aim of the
research forum is to achieve a convergence of the different per-
spectives of all participants in a shared reflection and inter-
pretation of their common reality during the research process.
This includes discussing the positionalities, authority, verbalisa-
tion skills, expertise and values of the researchers and co-
researchers in the joint project (Call-Cummings and Ross, 2019;
Bergold and Thomas, 2012). The core of participatory research is
constituted not by individual research methods but rather by a
certain attitude to incorporating the views and experiences of
citizens regarding their own lifeworlds as an inherent part of the
research process (Bergold and Thomas, 2020). This does not
mean that the whole research process is conducted in a mode of
full and deep participation. For pragmatic reasons alone, the
academic researchers should be realistic about the amount of time
that citizen researchers can devote to scientific endeavours.
Nevertheless, the research forum provides the space to discuss
with the co-researchers whether and how participation could be
intensified. Moreover, the research forum brings to the fore the
rich repertoire of social science theories and methodologies that
enable the reflection and deconstruction of social reality and its
underlying power relations, hierarchies and dichotomies
(Thomas, 2021b).

Impact. Citizen social science is not focused solely on theory
building and scientific impact but also on the social—and even
political—impact on the social lifeworlds of the co-researchers.
From our perspective, co-creational citizen social science pursues
two aims: first, to integrate lifeworld knowledge into science at all
stages of the research process in order to increase scientific
knowledge production (Franzen and Hilbrich, 2015); second, to
enable co-researchers to achieve findings based on scientific

methodologies and theories that are relevant for their everyday
life contexts. As intended by applied research, sustainable solu-
tions for practical societal challenges and problems can be created
by taking up and deepening knowledge from practice (Aldridge,
2014; Dickinson and Bonney, 2012). “Sustainable” means here
that the research-based findings are directly connectable to the
meaning, interest and practice structures of the field rather than
being thought through by scientists in their academic “ivory
towers” without taking adequate account of the logics of the social
field—a phenomenon that has been termed “scholastic bias”
(Bourdieu, 2000). In the best case, a productive symbiosis arises
from a two-sided expansion of knowledge: the expansion of the
stock of everyday knowledge and of the archive of social science
knowledge. Hence, a convergence of the perspectives of academic
researchers and co-researchers does not necessarily mean that
scientific standards are trivialised. Rather, as a temporary sym-
biosis of two perspectives, this collaborative research can meet the
needs of both sides: the co-researchers’ need for practice-relevant
forms of knowledge corresponding with local contexts, and the
academic researchers’ need for generalised insights and findings
(Bergold and Thomas, 2020; Maasen and Lieven, 2006).

Multigenerational co-housing projects: the research forum in
practice
In order to illustrate the practical implementation of the research
forum, we provide in what follows background information on a
co-created research project that we conducted with three self-
organised multigenerational co-housing projects. Three central
(research) questions were addressed in the research: How can
multigenerational co-housing projects be described as a com-
munity beyond traditional bonds such as family, neighbourhood
or ethnicity? What community-building processes are char-
acteristic of multigenerational co-housing projects? How can the
democratic self-governance of co-housing projects be described?
The aim of our research was to extend both the scientific and
practical knowledge about how community-building and self-
organisation works and can be extended in multigenerational co-
housing projects. In the research forum, we wanted to acquire a
better understanding of how solidarity and social bonds in co-
housing projects work and can be improved.

In this section, we use the term co-researchers for the members
of the of self-managed, collectively owned co-housing projects we
worked with, and academic researchers or facilitators/moderators
to describe ourselves. Besides the organisation of their commu-
nity life, the groups were characterised by active social exchanges
among the various generations: children, adolescents, adults and
seniors. The social background of the co-researchers was quite
homogeneous because most project members were university
graduates and worked in academic jobs—mainly in professions in
the social field, such as social worker, teacher or counsellor
(Schröder and Scheller, 2017).

For each of the three multigenerational co-housing projects, we
organised a series of six joint research workshops over a period of
one year. In these 18 sessions, we collaborated with 50 co-housing
residents directly and, through wider peer-to-peer methods, with
160 residents in total. The research forum series were structured
as follows: first, definition of research topics by the co-research-
ers; second, conducting of research; third, presentation of
research results and final evaluation. Each of the research forum
sessions had a thematic focus that was drawn from the pool of
topics collected in the first session.

We academic researchers took on the task of substantively and
methodologically preparing the respective research forum ses-
sions; in some cases, joint preliminary discussions took place with
individual project participants. A wide range of low-threshold,
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creative methods were selected to activate the participants’
knowledge and experiences and to reduce barriers to commu-
nication by means of work materials that co-researchers produced
during the workshop (e.g., posters and photos) and role play as an
experimental reflection tool for different standpoints. As experi-
ences and perspectives could also be incorporated in a non-verbal
way, this approach facilitated multifaceted participation in the
research process that went beyond “just talking”. At the end of
each session, the co-researchers were usually given “home-
work”—for example, to conduct biographical interviews—which
was to be discussed at the next session. Besides enabling the co-
researchers to learn low-threshold research methods, this home-
work served to involve the residents who had not been able to
attend the session in the data collection.

A typical research forum workshop proceeds in six steps: First,
we open with a warm-up and a question round about how people
are doing; then we present the programme for the day. Each
session has a thematic focus that is jointly decided at the previous
session. This is followed, second, by the joint evaluation of the
“homework” carried out between the sessions. By discussing the
community topics and explaining the different perspectives and
positions in the house community, shared interpretations of
situations emerge. There follows, third, a substantive block on the
respective session topic. With the help of various methods, we
gather the different views on the topic—for example, strategies for
dealing with conflicts. This is usually followed, fourth, by a long
mid-day break during which we have lunch together and time for
informal conversations. Fifth, in the afternoon, visions about the
further development of the project and initial ideas about con-
crete implementation steps, actions and methods are formulated.
Moreover finally, sixth, in the closing plenary session, the process
and content of the workshop are summarised. In addition, the
topic and the tasks for the following session are discussed, and we
ask the co-researchers for substantive and methodological feed-
back. The entire session is audio-recorded. Quotes given below
are excerpts from transcripts of these audio-recordings. In addi-
tion, to document the group process and the work materials,
videos are recorded and photos taken.

A huge variety of topics were brought up at these workshops,
mostly by the members of the co-housing projects. Recurring
topics in all three co-housing projects were decision-making and
the handling of conflicts within the group. Closely related to the
latter topic were explicit and informal rules that guide the
everyday life and the interactions in the community. The project
members wanted to use the research forum to clarify their visions
for the future, to plan new projects for the community and to
develop ideas for political interventions in their neighbourhoods
and municipality. The relationship and tensions between the
individuals and the community were also reflected upon. The
project members discussed their needs for private spaces and
their interest in joint activities with the whole group, such as
summer festivals, group excursions, weekend events, cooking and
leisure time activities.

Four dimensions of co-researcher communication
This section presents our methodological framework of working
with the research forum as a key tool for participatory commu-
nication, including reflections offered by co-researchers during
various methodological feedback rounds throughout the research
process. As a result of the methodological conceptualisation of
our practical experiences with the research forum as a foundation
for co-creation, four key dimensions of co-researcher commu-
nication emerged: (1) opening up spaces for social encounters, (2)
establishing communicative practices, (3) initiating a process of
social self-understanding, and (4) engaging in (counter-)public

discourses. From our perspective, these four dimensions resonate
with the four crucial aspects of citizen social science discussed
above—participation, transdisciplinarity, reflexivity and impact.

The four dimensions derive from the debate on interpretive
social science. Habermas shows in “Facts and Norms” how the
goal of social understanding among citizens is the driving force of
debates on societal problems and issues in the public sphere
(1996, pp. 364–366). Nancy Fraser objects that there is not only
the public sphere but manyfold of public spheres, which enable
less privileged and less powerful citizens getting the opportunity
to “find the right voice or words to express their thoughts” (1990,
p. 66). In both cases, social self-understanding regarding social
situations is a result of citizens debating problems and concerns
of common interest. The research forum provides such a “small“
public sphere in which participants exchange their views, inter-
relate their perspectives, and come to agreeable and generalisable
definitions of their common situation. Kemmis and McTaggart
(2005) implemented this communicative and discursive turn in
participatory research methods and conceptualised the research
forum as a communicative space for promoting collaborative
research with co-researchers. We found that the research forum
with its ongoing face-to-face communication fosters co-creational
research in citizen social science. In our research, it functioned as
such a communicative “place out of doors” for co-creatively
negotiating topics of general interest in a participatory way.

Opening up spaces for social encounters. The first task of the
research forum is to organise a knowledge coalition to open up a
safe space for collaborative research in which a relationship of
trust can be developed among all participants (Dentith et al.,
2012; Borg et al., 2012). A safe space should not only allow
openness, protected communication and mutual respect, but also
the expression of different opinions and the articulation of con-
flicts (Bergold and Thomas, 2012). As the authors stated: “It is not
a question of creating a conflict-free space, but rather of ensuring
that the conflicts that are revealed can be jointly discussed; that
they can either be solved or, at least, accepted as different posi-
tions; and that a certain level of conflict tolerance is achieved”
(§13). A steady negotiation process takes place for building
mutual trust. Three communication issues must be accordingly
addressed and solved in the research forum: “emotional issues,”
“task issues,” and “organisational issues” (Wicks and Reason,
2009, pp. 249–250).

As moderators, we observed the appearance of all three
“communication issues” in the research forum. As soon as we
became aware that these issues had developed and had become a
(latent) topic, we tried to open up a space for a meta-discussion.
Further approaches to cope with these issues were that we started
each session with a “check-in round” to get into a conversation
about emotional attitudes towards that session. We also discussed
emotional tensions or hostilities as soon as we became aware of
them. Moreover finally, we tried to distribute responsibilities and
tasks equally among all participants.

Above all, the research forum aims to provide a space for
deliberations that enables the members of the knowledge coalition
to take a step back from their everyday lives, from the
unquestioned givenness of the social lifeworld from taken-for-
granted commonsense interpretations (Schutz and Luckmann,
1973, p. 3), and from routine practices. During the five-hour
sessions, the co-researchers were invited to decentre their
everyday interpretations in order to get into a mode of open
reflection on their community practices. Instead of gaining new
insights driven by pragmatic motives of everyday life for more or
less immediate action plans (Berger and Luckmann, 1966),
scientific methods offer a different approach. The scientific
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attitude is more about first taking a step back to obtain an
overview of the multifaceted complexity of the research topic, and
then probing deeper by means of systematic data collection and
analyses. While a scientific examination may take years, what is
needed in everyday life contexts is a faster clarification of and
answer to the questions: “What is at issue here?’ and ‘What is to
be done?”. In this way, the co-researchers can develop a new
perspective by examining from a distance their everyday
practices, thereby gaining both new and—as a result of joint
discussions—shared interpretations of their situation.

One of the multigenerational co-housing projects did not have
a communal space in the house. To enable the co-researchers
from this project to get into a more distanced, explorative and
reflexive mode we invited them to our university for the one-day
sessions. This gave them an opportunity to step out of the familiar
contexts of their community life, which were already interpreted
by pre-set meanings, discourses and practices.

Despite our aspiration to open up spaces for social encounters,
it was not possible to convince all the residents to participate
directly in the collaborative research. The residents who were
most active in the research forum were those who were interested
in strengthening community and togetherness, and changing the
discussion culture. For the most part, the residents who stayed
away did so because they rejected the format of “just talking”.
They had frequently advocated doing practical things instead,
such as renovating the house. Moreover, there were different
interest factions in the house groups, and we were invited mostly
by the faction that wanted to strengthen the community and the
discussion culture. This means that by discussing community
topics they simultaneously increased their influence in their house
project. Opening up spaces must therefore also include critical
reflection on, and the potential overcoming of, power structures
(Bergold and Thomas, 2012), so that all relevant perspectives can
be incorporated into the development of joint, co-created
knowledge.

By applying mostly low-threshold methods, we co-designed the
research as inclusively as possible for all age groups. In one
project, some seniors were unable to participate in the meetings at
the university—be it for health reasons or because of scheduling
difficulties or personal reservations. Therefore, we arranged an
informal meeting with a “seniors’ café interview” at their house.
Over coffee, cake, and liqueurs, we spent an afternoon with them
to talk about community practices and intergenerationality. We
brought the transcripts of the interview to the next research
forum session to incorporate the absent voices into the research
process. To involve children and adolescents in the research
forum, we adopted a rather activity-related and play-based
approach (Groundwater-Smith et al., 2015). For example, in one
method—“visionary thinking”—a story was read out about
children who had been allowed to take over and redesign an
abandoned house. The children in the co-housing project—aged
between 6 and 13 years—could then draw their dream houses and
discuss their visions. In another method—“opposites day”—the
children discussed how they would live together if they were
adults, and the adults reflected on how they would organise the
house community if they were children.

“House interviews” were a further method to open up spaces
for discussion among all age groups. The residents drafted
interview topics and semi-structured interview guides for focused
peer-interviews, which they then conducted themselves. In
accordance with the principle of co-creation in participatory
research, the idea was that the co-researchers should not only
collect the data but also choose the topics to be addressed in the
interviews. The interview questions were formulated by the
residents based on the knowledge, interests, and relevancies of
their project. The transcripts of these interviews—and of the

workshops—were then fed back into the research forum for the
purpose of joint interpretation and analysis. This advanced
the substantive development of a common understanding of the
research object within the knowledge coalition. Thus, the role of
the academic researchers consisted also in contributing to the
scientific qualification of the co-researchers by providing inputs
on theories and methods.

In summary, the first step of the research forum—opening up a
communicative space—was realised through different
approaches. Following the idea of a “place out of doors” to
achieve a high degree of openness, we applied the following
methods: a broad invitation of participants, initiating meta-
discussions and check-in rounds, decentring commonsense
interpretations and subjective perspectives, stepping out of
everyday contexts, and reflections on power imbalances. There
is not just one recipe for realising open spaces built on mutual
trust. Adequate methods have to be invented for each research
project regarding its specific context.

Establishing communicative practices. In addition to opening
up spaces, a successful knowledge coalition also presupposes a
culture of dialogue and discussion, and, above all, “commu-
nicative spaces” (Wicks and Reason, 2009; Kemmis, 2008, p. 135)
or “dialogic spaces” (Rowell et al., 2017). Communication across
different perspectives aspires to eventually arrive at a shared
interpretation of a particular topic. This does not necessarily
mean unanimity but rather transparency. The acknowledgement
of the wide variety of viewpoints in the room should ideally
converge in a broad and inclusive definition of a topic. As Cook
(2012) noted: “If authentic involvement is to take place, con-
siderable time and effort needs to be allocated during the research
process to “just talking”. … Talking was fundamental to moving
beyond general conceptualisations of practice to deeper under-
standings” (para. 32). A “just talking” approach should be com-
bined with other methodological instruments (e.g., writing,
painting, drawing, playing games, drama) that enable the co-
researchers to creatively take a step back from their everyday lives
and to express their perspectives on the research topic.

Keeping the communicative spaces open was made more
difficult by the fact that, because of the different social statuses
and communication skills of the members of the house groups,
there were always some residents who found it easier to turn their
positions into group consensus. Other people—especially resi-
dents already in a marginal position within the group—found it
considerably harder to make their perspectives heard. Moreover,
personal conflicts between residents may have been a barrier for
some to engage in the research forum, and these conflicts
sometimes erupted in the sessions. Here, the set of communica-
tion rules proved fundamental in preventing the sessions from
turning into an arena for personal conflicts. Furthermore,
creating maximum transparency about topics and results of the
research forum for all residents helped us to avoid getting caught
up in the politics of the co-housing projects. Therefore, all
materials produced in the sessions were made available to all
residents, also to those who had not been present. The research
methods expanded the communication space beyond the actual
sessions by inviting all residents to contribute to the data
collection, for example, through peer-interviews, surveys and
feedback rounds.

As already pointed out, a self-reflexive moderation of the
sessions was important for keeping the communicative space
open. Moderation is a two-edged sword: it is an instrument of
domination and an opportunity for equalising inequalities and
levelling power hierarchies. Asymmetry between the positions of
the various speakers is a starting premise of the research forum.
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In particular, those speakers who have good speaking skills, a
high ability to articulate themselves, and previous experience of
communicative group processes may exert a strong influence on
the consensus-finding process. One thing that was especially
problematised by the co-researchers with regard to power
processes and hierarchies was the talk-heavy format. As one
participant put it:

And I believe that it is the discussion format, and it is also
an academic format, where Person A is quite steady in the
saddle and can also express himself quite well. And Person
B is a completely different type. He would be quite out of
his depth here, or he would be worried that he was going to
be out of his depth. (Participant in Workshop 2, Co-
Housing Project A, 2016; translated from German)

Our main strategy for countering domination and the
exclusion of perspectives in the research forum was to have a
strong forum moderator who paid attention to turn-taking and, if
necessary, intervened when substantive disagreements and
conflicts arose among the residents. Although it was not possible
for the moderators to take a neutral stance because of their own
research interests, they took a position outside the heterogeneous
interests in the co-housing project. As outsiders, we found it
easier to maintain an overview and to ensure that all perspectives
could be articulated. However, the disadvantage was that
hierarchies between academic researchers and co-researchers
may have been consolidated. As a basic strategy to avoid pitfalls
such as pushing selective topics that are relevant only from the
academic researchers’ point of view, the moderators obtained a
mandate from all those present, and renewed it again and again.
At the end of each workshop the moderators asked the co-
researchers about their priorities for the upcoming sessions to
ensure the relevance of the proposed topics. Moreover, they
endeavoured to achieve a good balance between keeping their
decisions explicit and discussable and ensuring that work
progressed in a focused way.

Consequently, the research forum is an ongoing attempt of
opening doors to each other’s contribution by establishing a space
for communication and dialogue. It is important to consider
different communication skills, the implementation of shared
communication rules, a high degree of transparency, and a self-
reflexive moderation that enables mutual decision-making.

Initiating a process of social self-understanding. Another cen-
tral aspect of the research forum that corresponds with partici-
patory social research is the initiation of a process of social self-
understanding via social exchange and communication (Thomas,
2021a). Members of the knowledge coalition share their per-
spectives in the “communicative marketplace” of the forum, in
order to develop generalisable definitions of situations and define
issues of shared interest to be further progressed throughout the
research process. The research forum thus provides a space for
group discussion that becomes the central instrument for the
collection and interpretation of data. In contrast to group dis-
cussions, the research forum is not a “one-off encounter” of
communicative exchange, but aims at initiating a discourse of
social self-understanding in the various sessions.

With the concept of social self-understanding, we want to
conceptualise the central aim of the communication about the
research topic between all participants in the research forum. It
starts with the everyday life interpretations of the co-researchers,
in which they already apprehend their situation and their
practices. We use these first-order interpretations (Schutz,
1973) to initiate a process of deeper self-understanding of what
is already established as lived reality. Community, gender, age

and the housing project do not exist as predefined realities but
rather as sociocultural meanings that are the result of negotiation
in contextualised social practices. We use the term self-
understanding in the way that Giddens introduced it into social
science discourse in the UK. Drawing on the German discussion
on hermeneutics and interpretation (Habermas, 1985), Giddens
(1976) wrote: “Hermeneutics, on the other hand, is directed to
understanding the participation of actors in an intersubjective
“form of life” and hence to an interest in improving human
communication or self-understanding” (p. 60). Self-
understanding aims therefore at emancipation from forces that
are present and effective in situations but are not comprehended
by the actors (Habermas, 1985). With the prefix “social”, we want
to stress that self-understanding is not achieved in workshops by
individual reflections or psycho-therapeutic processes, but rather
by relating experiences and perspectives to each other in mutual
communicative exchange.

The challenge of initiating a discourse of social self-
understanding consists in creating a forum in which the
subjective experiences of reality do not remain unmediated and
external to each other. What can count as a community, what
should be achieved in that community, and how the community
and daily life in the co-housing project can be organised are
questions that presuppose mutual understanding and agreement
among the project members. Through dialogue and discussion,
the participants should be able not only to communicate but to
transcend the boundaries of their subjective attitudes and
together in shared definitions of their reality. It is a question of
developing a generalisable viewpoint in which the differences and
divergences between the subjective perspectives can be grasped.
Scientific methods contribute to overcoming the particularity of
individual perspectives and achieving generalisable knowledge. By
slowing down the pace, a productive discussion can succeed. This
proceeds in a process of mutual translation that takes the
subjective perspectives and interpretations as a starting point and
transforms them into generalised knowledge. Social self-
understanding is therefore both about articulating individual
points of view and engaging in consensual discussions to create
“collective knowledge” in which the individual contributions are
integrated and reflected at the same time (Ansell et al., 2012,
p. 175).

Community-building practices were one of the central topics in
our research project. The first step was that everyone was given an
opportunity to express their individual perspectives on topics
such as: What is a community? What kind of community should
be realised in the co-housing project? How much community is
desirable? The next step was to synthesise a mutual under-
standing of the community in consensus among the residents.
Aspects addressed included the structure of house meetings; the
way decisions are to be made; and ideas on the general mission of
multigenerational co-housing projects, such as environmental
sustainability, the revitalisation of rural villages, non-violent
communication, etc. Finally, not only did everyone have to agree
in general to this common definition of community, they should
also have been able to have their concrete visions for practical
action plans included in it.

In these various reflection steps, every member of the
knowledge coalition gets a better understanding of their own
ideas by interrelating the particularity of their individual
perspectives to an emerging consensual definition. Social self-
understanding is reached when a generalisable definition of the
current situation and mission of the group has been developed.
Instead of all co-researchers maintaining their individual points
of view, social self-understanding aims to develop a common
definition of what can be considered to be the shared social reality
of the research group. From our perspective, this is precisely what
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the research forum would provide for citizen social science:
collaborative work on common interpretations of reality, and
options for action that encompass both the particularity of the
individuals’ own standpoints and a generalisable finding regard-
ing social reality.

Scientific methods constitute tools for decentring the
particularities of individual perspectives and achieving gen-
eralisable research results. The main difficulty that the
residents faced when researching their own house commu-
nities was to temporarily suspend their personal positions and
opinions. Clearly, community and intergenerationality were
not neutral topics in the co-housing projects but always
included a normative dimension. Negotiations in the research
forum were also always a matter of internal politics because
collective decisions in the co-housing projects are driven by
mutually shared interpretations and definitions of situations.
Especially in the case of controversial topics—such as different
forms and levels of engagement in the community—there was
always a struggle to find the “right” interpretation of the
situation. For co-researchers, the possibility arose that their
own positions and interests in the co-housing community
would be strengthened or weakened by the “right” or “wrong”
definition achieved in the research forum. The research forum
can develop its qualities to full potential if the communicative
situation is kept open until the divergent positions and
perspectives have been mediated to such an extent that the
perspectives of all participants have been taken into account in
a consensual definition—or at least a mutual understanding of
the particular differences has been reached.

We see community-building as an intrinsic part of citizen
social science (Albert et al., 2021, p. 127). The extent to which the
research forum contributed to community-building among the
residents of the multigenerational co-housing projects depended
on how successful we were in involving those who did not attend
the workshop sessions. In principle, we found that those who
attended gained a knowledge advantage over those who did not
participate—despite the “homework” and the sharing of gener-
ated data and materials. Against this background, our inclusion
strategy failed due to the fact that, when it came to gaining
mutual understanding and agreement, there was no substitute for
actual participation in a five-hour session. As one co-researcher
put it:

I suddenly had the feeling that there was a rift between
those who were there and those who weren’t. A process had
taken place. And it was perceived by those who were there
as important, somehow. And we can’t seem to manage to
convey the insights that we gained there to the others.
(Participant in Workshop 2, Co-Housing Project A, 2016;
translated from German)

This quotation stresses the crucial fact that the research
forum itself became a community-building process, for which
it was necessary to personally take part. Expressing one’s own
position and listening to and acknowledging the positions of
others constitutes a prerequisite for a convergence between,
and recognition of, disparate positions as a basis for reaching
consensus. So how can one deal with the challenge that
community can hardly be shaped in absentia? The moderators
can explicitly point out this fact at the co-design stage in order
to seek ways and means to involve the absentees in the
community-building co-creational research process. As
described above, using methods such as peer-interviews and
surveys to expand the communicative space beyond the
research forum sessions would still be a prerequisite. There-
fore, the research forum offers a “communicative market-
place” in which citizens engage to develop new perspectives,

whereas science provides methods to facilitate consensus
leading to generalisable definitions and results.

Engaging in (counter-)public discourses. Social self-
understanding is not merely a knowledge-building process lim-
ited to knowledge acquisition in the research forum and to the
community of co-researchers who are directly involved. By co-
creating empirically and socially robust knowledge that is groun-
ded in the co-researchers’ lifeworlds and can also be used exter-
nally to gain political influence in social discourses, citizen social
science can gain both—impact inside and outside the co-researcher
groups. It is not only about internal capacity building but also—
following the tradition of participatory action research—a way that
could initiate public engagement beyond the research forum.
Therefore, such knowledge production explicitly seeks to have an
impact on social practices by initiating and expanding the delib-
erative discussions beyond research in the public sphere (Kemmis
et al., 2014, pp. 48–50). Citizen social science can make a con-
tribution to everyday practice and the public sphere, which Jürgen
Habermas (1974) defined as “a realm of our social life in which
something approaching public opinion can be formed,” a realm in
which citizens have “the freedom to express and publish their
opinions” and to “confer in an unrestricted fashion … about
matters of general interest” (p. 49). Against this background,
counter-public discourse engages with the public realm by con-
trasting and even challenging the status quo of any hegemonic
argument. In that regard, counter-publics constitute „parallel dis-
cursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups
invent and circulate counter-discourses, which in turn permit them
to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, inter-
ests, and needs” (Fraser, 1990, p. 67). In the research forum, the
participants try to go beyond the commonsense interpretations of
social reality and to come up with a new understanding of their
lived reality and possibilities for action.

In the research forum, the co-housing groups developed a
common voice and (re-)articulated aspirations to take action and
participate in public discourse. By reaching a comprehensive
understanding of their situation across their individual points of
view, the co-researchers analysed ideas and visions that
transcended the boundaries of the private or semi-private spaces
of the co-housing communities. Their rather particular visions of
commoning, community living, intergenerationality, affordability,
economic, social and ecological sustainability, and urban and
cultural development have been externalised in the wider local
and city-wide public sphere by politically active community
members.

Engagement in public discourse and possibilities of political
action by the co-housing projects explicitly became a topic that
was discussed in the research forum. For example, a member of
the board of Co-Housing Project A actively participated regularly
in information and discussion events on urban policy, where he
shared his experiences during the conceptualisation, purchase
and construction phases of the project and on its current status.
In a sense, he became a spokesperson in the regional public
discussion about multigenerational co-housing by drawing
attention to the difficult conditions for the implementation of
this model. In Co-Housing Project B, the multigenerational co-
housing project was presented as a flagship for innovative living
arrangements at political conferences and local housing policy
events. The group aimed to gain trust for the unknown model at
the political and urban planning levels (Workshop 1, Co-Housing
Project B, 2017). The protagonists advocated increased support
for multigenerational co-housing projects on a rental basis, and
called on municipal housing associations to adapt the model
accordingly. One workshop participant asked:
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I would be interested to know how concrete the intentions
of the municipal housing associations in Potsdam and
Frankfurt/Oder are with regard to these multigenerational
co-housing in high-rise buildings projects …. Is what we
say here of any relevance at all? Do these municipal housing
associations even want to hear about experiences? (Parti-
cipant in Workshop 1, Co-Housing Project B, 2017;
translated from German)

Co-Housing Project C expressed the aspiration to make the
house known in the rural municipality and to get more involved
in local community work, for example, by erecting benches or
setting up an organic community store (Workshop 5, Co-
Housing Project C, 2018). The residents in Co-Housing Project D
discussed the lethargy in the substantive engagement with
fundamental political questions relating to the project concept
that had emerged during the ten years of the project’s existence.
Reflecting upon substantive re-orientation included a stronger
engagement in political discourse as a project (Workshop 2, Co-
Housing Project D, 2018).

Local communities and politics also influenced the discussions
within the projects. For Project A and Project D, it was important
to develop a shared (political) self-image as a common identity
across the topics of community, multigenerationality and ecology.
In the case of Project B and Project C, it was a question of
developing socio-political potency in order to exert an influence
in the municipality and the city—for example, on multigenera-
tional co-housing on a rental basis or the participatory ecological
shaping of the rural village. And finally, Project C developed
political ideas for a “socially just city” in which the general public
could also have access to innovative forms of housing.

Overall, different counter-public discourses were initiated by
the projects and through the deepening of the social self-
understanding of their community practices in the research
forum. These counter-public discourses are formed through the
discussion of the social and political boundaries and limitations of
the co-researchers’ ability to act in their lifeworlds. A counter-
public is constituted in order to develop prospects for the
expansion of “spaces of possibility” (Fraser, 1990). Thus, knowl-
edge and discussions within the projects did not have only an
internal effect on the co-housing communities. Rather, by
transforming their private attitudes, opinions and interests into
a generalisable knowledge and action perspective, they gained a
voice as a project and thus became constituted as political subjects
in the public sphere. Against the background of rising rents and
isolation, they developed political agency to promote multi-
generational co-housing as an alternative concept for an
affordable, self-determined, solidaric housing commons (Schrö-
der and Scheller, 2017). The research forum can go beyond the
boundaries of “just doing research” within the knowledge
coalition. The co-researchers can use their new knowledge and
understanding of their social situation to engage in (counter-)
public discourses aiming for social transformations and change.

Conclusion: the research forum as a methodological
foundation for co-creation
The intention of this paper was to introduce the research forum
as a methodological framework for co-researcher communication
that enables co-creation in citizen social science projects. We
developed the argument that intentional, self-reflective forms of
communication between the members of the knowledge coalition
enhance the engagement of co-researchers throughout all phases
of research. The research forum provides a methodological fra-
mework that ensures that the perspective of the co-researchers on
their own social lifeworlds is taken into account in all phases of
research—from the definition of the research topic, through the

research process, to the final presentation and evaluation of the
research findings. Reflecting on our expertise in co-creational
research with residents of multigenerational co-housing projects,
we illustrated how the methodological aspirations played out in
practice in four dimensions: opening up spaces for social
encounters, establishing communicative practice, initiating a
process of social self-understanding, and engaging in (counter-)
public discourses. These four dimensions resonate with four
aspects that we consider crucial for co-creation in citizen social
science: (A) participation, (B) transdisciplinarity, (C) reflexivity
and (D) impact:

(A) As a communicative space for knowledge-coalition build-
ing, collective decision-making and mutual discussions, the
research forum ensured a process of comprehensive
participation and engagement of co-researchers in the
research. This required, first and foremost, consensus about
basic communication rules and moderation to ensure a safe
and horizontal space. Co-researchers were positioned at the
centre of the research across all phases.

(B) Through communication, the different perspectives on
community practices and mutual support became discus-
sable. In this way, the research forum provided a space for
new transdisciplinary perspectives between ourselves and
the co-researchers. However, despite achieving a conver-
gence of different perspectives in a generalisable finding, it
became clear that the individual particularities would also
need to be respected, especially when it came to reflecting
on conflicts.

(C) By working with social science methodologies and theories,
the co-researchers could take a step back and communicate
beyond the routines of everyday life. Here, the distancing
and generalising potential of science was put into practice
in order to come up with research findings about the
community practices in each co-housing project. The
circular transcending process started from situated local
knowledge, which was generalised through co-created
research and then fed back into the local context in the
form of changed, new knowledge.

(D) The research results achieved not only a scientific impact on
the theoretical discourse about community processes and
co-housing but also a social impact on the co-researchers’
lifeworlds. On the one hand, the research led to the
compilation of a handbook focusing on community-
building processes in multigenerational co-housing projects
(Thomas et al., 2020). On the other hand, the knowledge
was translated into explicit community-building actions
within and outside the co-housing projects. Moreover, the
findings of the co-created research could also achieve a
political impact if they were connected with public
discourses about alternative forms of affordable, self-
determined housing.

In summary, the research forum as a methodological frame-
work for co-creation in citizen social science projects provides a
communicative space for mutual exchange, planning, discussion
and learning. As such it contributes to the democratisation of
science because it consistently opens up the discussion about
subjects and objects of research. It connects social science with
actual social concerns of co-researchers and vice versa. Ideally,
the knowledge produced can simultaneously contribute to sci-
entific, social and political discourses. Particularly important for
co-creational research is the inclusion of co-researchers and their
perspectives from the very beginning of a project—be it by means
of co-design of the research topic and research questions (Bon-
houre et al., 2019) or co-evaluation (Mayer et al., 2021). Ambi-
tions for co-creation may sometimes fail, and may not take off
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after the first meeting. In the best case, however, the research
forum yields rigorous, evidence-based new knowledge for both
sides—pragmatic reflexive knowledge for the co-researchers in
order to enhance their ability to act, and practice-saturated
knowledge that the academic researchers can use for in-depth
analysis in order to make a theoretical contribution to expanding
the archive of scientific knowledge.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current
study are housed at the corresponding authors’ primary institu-
tion in Germany and are also available from the corresponding
author on reasonable request.
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