
Engagement platforms need a clear mandate and political 
anchorage. Lack of funding for facilitation is a reason why many
participatory processes end. The probability of this is considerably 
lower if the platform is well-established within the governance system, 
and if inputs are seen as important and legitimate by decision-makers. 
The platform’s connection to a broader network of institutions and actors
is therefore important to sustain engagement over time. Platforms that
have been able to establish relationships and networks with other
institutions such as water companies, agricultural and environmental
authorities, farmers and civil society have a better foundation for long-
term meaningful engagement for improved water quality.

Added value of
participation is a

prerequisite for long-term
engagement in multi-actor

platforms.

MEANINGFUL
ENGAGEMENT 
ENABLING MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT IS KEY FOR SUSTAINABLE AND LONG-LASTING MULTI-ACTOR
PLATFORMS WITH REAL IMPACT. THE PARTICIPANTS’ EXPERIENCE OF MEANINGFULNESS IS INFLUENCED BY
SEVERAL FACTORS, INCLUDING ADDED VALUE, PRESSURE FOR CHANGE AND THE ENGAGEMENT PLATFORM’S
POSITION IN THE GOVERNANCE SYSTEM.

The 13 case studies in the FAIRWAY project. FAIRWAY received
funding from EU Horizon 2020 under grant agreement No. 727984.

Key factors for long-term multi-actor engagement. From Nesiheim et al. (2020). 

The long-lasting platforms had all been able to create ties to other
institutions and provide access to policy information and economic
resources. The more recently established platforms had not yet
developed such network links. 
For the platforms that had been able to develop some connections,
uncertainty and lack of funding were identified as risks for long-term
continuation of the collaboration. 
Through the engagement processes, participants had reached some
degree of mutual understanding of the problem. There was still a varying
sense of the urgency of the problem, and pressure for change was
perceived differently among informal and formal sectors in the cases. 
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ARTICLE

LONG-LASTING

Research project funded under the EU Horizon 2020 research
and innovation programme. Aimed to review approaches for
protection of drinking water resources against pollution by
pesticides and nitrate, and develop innovative measures and
governance approaches for effective drinking water protection.
A multi-actor approach was devised to ensure meaningful
stakeholder involvement, with real impacts on the research
process and outcomes through co-creation of knowledge and
solutions. Multi-actor Platforms (MAPs) were established or
developed based on existing platforms in the 13 case studies
across Europe.

The multi-actor platforms (MAPs) in the FAIRWAY
project provided insight into the engagement
processes related to water management and efforts
to protect drinking water resources from agricultural
pollution. Our research builds on reporting on the
establishment and development of MAPs in nine of
the case studies. These were categorised according
to stages of development, from well-established
platforms with long history of engagement to
platforms in initial stages of development with no
previous multi-actor engagement. 

Multi-actor approaches refer to
arenas organized for the

interaction between different
groups of actors including
authorities, experts, non-
governmental actors, civil

society and representatives, in
our cases, from land and water

user groups.

Government actors and non-governmental actors’ concern for
water quality and pressure for change are important conditions for
establishing meaningful multi-actor engagement in the agriculture-
water domain. Pressure for change should be reflected both from
the bottom-up and top-down. From the end-users’ perspective
pressure for change often derives from local concerns, such as
farm management practices, drinking water quality, economic
aspects and legal or administrative requirements. Equally important
is pressure for change reflected in mandates, policies and
regulations. This requires authorities at higher levels such as
national government to specify policies and funds for the
establishment of multi-actor platforms.

Involved actors need a basic common understanding that there is a
problem to be solved. Being able to take part in problem solving
and see results of the process also affects the motivation to
participate. A multi-actor platform can provide opportunities for
actors to meet and discuss other related topics, which may in itself
be an added value of participation.

enhanced legitimacy of decision-making processes
access to local knowledge and context
increased awareness and acceptance of problems and measures
common understanding of different perspectives
improved implementation of research results as “real world” solutions

In the water management and agriculture context, it is considered an advantage and
sometimes a prerequisite to actively engage stakeholders in co-creation of knowledge
and decision-making processes. Some benefits include: 

WHY MULTI-ACTOR ENGAGEMENT? 

METHODOLOGY

Data on participants’ perspectives
were collected through surveys and
interviews. The analysis of the MAP
characteristics is based on Sundnes
et al.’s (2021) typology building on
Warner and Verhallen’s (2012)
dimensions for assessing
engagement platforms. This
includes the platforms’ ability to
establish relationships and networks
with other institutions; shared
understanding among actors and the
participants’ view on risks
challenging long-term engagement. 

EVIDENCE

As a strategy to nurture farmer engagement,
several of the platforms addressed the water
quality issue in parallel with other challenges
important to the stakeholders, such as weeds and
pest problems, yields and economic performance.
The case studies show that more broad scale
engagement can be achieved by adapted
strategies like field demonstrations, working
groups and focus group discussions targeted to
the context, in addition to the multi-actor platform
activities. 

KEY MESSAGES

The sustainability and
achievements of multi-actor
engagement platforms are

associated with their
position within the larger

governance system.

Pressure for change to
improve water quality and
a common understanding

of the problem are
prerequisites for

meaningful engagement in
water governance.
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