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Convergent research is research that has societal relevance, leads to outcomes that are useful (i.e., 
actionable), and requires integrative interdisciplinary team research. Engaging with stakeholders helps 
ensure each of these outcomes. As the need increases for convergent research, research teams must 
learn to identify and understand how to successfully engage stakeholders. The stakeholder community 
includes all parties who may contribute to research activities and outcomes or who may be impacted 
by the research along its value chain and capacity-building activities. Resource users, such as those 
associated with extractive industries like mining, fisheries, and water-intensive agriculture are certainly 
one type of stakeholder, but for most research problems, the stakeholder community is much more 
diverse. Identifying and then engaging effectively with those who represent diverse interests is extremely 
important.

Stakeholders Defined
Stakeholders may include individuals, organizations, and communities who care about the research, but 
they are usually not academic researchers. Other stakeholders often include industry leaders who can 
guide the innovation effort or link it to decisions; researchers with advocacy organizations; community 
partners for innovation, education, workforce development, and diversity; and beneficiaries of the 
research outcomes including community members, industry representatives, Indigenous groups, 
and policymakers. Relevant stakeholders may be diverse and may disagree with each other. Some 
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stakeholders may support your research outcomes, but others may be opponents due to ethical, political, 
and/or economic concerns. Members of the media are not stakeholders, but they can be relevant to 
stakeholders in their portrayal of your research outcomes and future steps.

Why Convergent Research Requires Stakeholders
Stakeholders play very important roles in research when one of the researchers’ goals is for their work 
to have societal impact, for example, informing decisions, behaviors, and policies. One of the most 
important stakeholder roles is to help the whole research team understand how the research can be 
useful, to whom, and if the research as designed will result in products that are actually useful to those 
who influence decisions, make policy recommendations, or implement efforts to promote change. 
Engaging stakeholders in co-developing research questions and products helps ensure actionability 
and impact. They can bring useful knowledge to the table that researchers are often unaware of. They 
can identify barriers to the diffusion of new products and knowledge, as well as promote spread of that 
knowledge.

Identifying and Engaging Stakeholders
Stakeholder engagement should happen in all stages of project design and operations. During the research 
proposal-preparation phase, knowledge of stakeholder interests can help identify research activities and 
outcomes likely to have a positive social impact and sound value. Development of value propositions for 
each stakeholder group should be part of the beginning process. These detail the effects research can and 
should have, given diverse stakeholder interests. Westerhoff et al. (2021) provide a useful framework for 
value-proposition development.

Best practices for stakeholder engagement are very similar to those that apply to teams of 
interdisciplinary researchers—namely, develop trust, focus on power-sharing, prioritize co-development, 
and engage reflexively and often about how the group interactions are going and could improve. In 
short, transparent and integrative project designs encourage stakeholder participation and build trust, 
collaboration, and enhanced outcomes. Late engagement with stakeholders after research plans and 
products are set can erode stakeholder support for research and complicate the policy-making process.

Questions to Consider
 • If your research team produced an insight or product, who would care (outside of academia)?  

 • Why would they care? What problem would it help them solve? How is that problem currently 
being addressed?

 • Would different stakeholders care for different reasons or about different aspects of what you 
research?

 • What other social factors influence the impact of your work in the real world (e.g., public 
perceptions, government approval or regulation, funding sources)? Who can help you with those 
questions?

 • What evidence do you have of potential stakeholder interest in your work?

 • Which stakeholders have you engaged with, how did you engage, what was the purpose of the 
engagement, and what was the effect of their input on your work? (And for all of these, how will 
you document your answers?)

https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.1c05013
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