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Chapter 4

Being a facilitator of facilitators:
capabilities of action researchers for systemic
transformation among urban policymakers

Miren Estensoro Garcia'

Abstract

Sustainable urban transition requires new governance in urban policymaking, as well as
new capabilities for urban policymakers to construct these new modes of governance. The
case of Bilbao Next Lab shows that systemic Action Research for Territorial Development
(ARTD), which involves different levels of hierarchy of policymakers in the same city coun-
cil, helps start the organizational transformation processes that are necessary to fulfil the fa-
cilitative policymaker role. This chapter focuses on examining the specific capabilities of re-
searchers that facilitate the individual and collective capacity-building processes of urban
policymakers. Moreover, it contributes to Costamagna and Larrea’s (2018) definition of the
individual capabilities of facilitative actors. Additionally, it contributes to the development of
a systemic approach within ARTD and makes explicit ARTD's contribution to urban sustain-
able transitions.

Resumen
Ser facilitador de facilitadores: capacidades de las personas investigadoras para la
transformacion sistémica entre las personas hacedoras de politicas urbanas

La transicion urbana sostenible requiere una nueva gobernanza en la elaboracion de
politicas urbanas, asi como nuevas capacidades de las personas hacedoras de politica para
construir estas nuevas gobernanzas. El caso de Bilbao Next Lab muestra que la Investiga-
cion en Accion para el Desarrollo Territorial (IADT) sistémica que implica a diferentes perso-
nas de diferentes niveles jerarquicos del mismo ayuntamiento, ayuda a iniciar los procesos
de transformacion organizativa necesarios para que las personas hacedoras de politica pue-
dan cumplir con su rol de actores facilitadores. Este capitulo se centra en las capacidades
especificas de los investigadores que facilitan estos procesos de desarrollo de capacidades.
Ademas, contribuye a la definicién de capacidades individuales de los actores facilitado-
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res de Costamagna y Larrea (2018). Asimismo, el capitulo permite seguir desarrollando la
aproximacion sistémica de la IADT y hace explicita la contribucion de esta a las transiciones
urbanas sostenibles.

Laburpena
Erraztaileen erraztaile izatea: ekintza-ikertzaileen gaitasunak hiri-politiketako ardu-
radunen eraldaketa sistemikorako

Hiri-trantsizio jasangarriak gobernantza berri bat eskatzen du hiri-politikak egiteko or-
duan. Baita politika egiten duten pertsonek gobernantza berri horiek eraikitzeko gaitasunak
izatea. Bilbao Next Laben kasuak erakusten duenez, udal bereko maila hierarkiko desberdi-
netako pertsonak inplikatzen dituen Lurralde Garapenerako Ekintzako lkerketak (LGEl), la-
gundu egiten du politika egiten duten pertsonak erraztaile izateko beharrezkoak diren anto-
lamendu-eraldaketa. Kapitulu honetan, politika egiten duten pertsonen gaitasunak garatzeko
prozesu horiek errazten dituzten ikertzaileen gaitasun espezifikoak aztertzen dira. Costa-
magna eta Larrearen (2018) aktore erraztaileen gaitasun indibidualen definizioa garatzen la-
guntzen du honek. Halaber, kapituluak LGElren hurbilketa sistemikoa garatzen jarraitzeko
aukera ematen du, eta horrek hiri-trantsizio jasangarriei egiten dien ekarpena esplizituki jaso-
tzen du.
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Being a facilitator of facilitators:
capabilities of action researchers for systemic transformation
among urban policymakers

1. Introduction

Urban challenges arising from major global transitions require dealing with complexity,
as well as co-creation processes for systemic learning and transformation among territorial
actors (Swilling & Hajer, 2017; Bulkeley et al., 2016; Elmqvist et al., 2019). New multilevel
and multi-actor urban governance modes are needed as urban policymakers face the chal-
lenge of facilitating complex policymaking processes (Estensoro, 2020). But how can action
research help urban policymakers with this challenge?

Action Research for Territorial Development (ARTD) proposes an individual and collective
capacity-building approach as an emerging strategy for dealing with the complexities of ter-
ritorial and urban development (Karlsen & Larrea, 2014; Costamagna & Larrea, 2018; Larrea,
2019). One of the main arguments in this study is that systemic action research (Burns,
2007; Larrea, 2019) increases the transformative potential of these capacity-building pro-
cesses by running parallel but interconnected processes that incorporate the different levels
of the hierarchy of policymakers from the same city council.

| analyse here four action research processes conducted within Bilbao Next Lab (BNL),
a policy laboratory created in 2013 that addresses inclusive and sustainable competitive-
ness in Bilbao through action research. A team of researchers facilitated the four processes,
and | coordinated them all. Different urban policymakers were involved in each process: the
mayors of the three Basque capitals (Bilbao, Donostia and Vitoria-Gasteiz), councillors of Bil-
bao’s City Council and the technical staff of Bilbao’s economic development agency (Bilbao
Ekintza). In addition to the specific objectives of each process, all of them had the common
goal of developing the facilitation skills of policymakers for new modes of governance.

The research shows that a systemic approach to facilitating these four ARTD processes
enabled the Bilbao City Council to start a systemic transformation process regarding the role
of policymakers. However, this also called for specific capabilities from facilitative research-
ers. When Burns (2007) describes systemic action researchers acting as brokers to connect
parallel but related processes, he refers to specific capabilities of action researchers. The fo-
cus of this chapter’s discussion is on describing these capabilities and further exploring the
individual capabilities of facilitative actors as defined by Costamagna and Larrea (2018).

In the chapter | wrote for Roots and Wings I (Estensoro, 2020), | analysed the specificities of
doing AR in cities, taking into account the multi-scalar reality of the territory and also the case of
BNL. In that chapter, | pointed out that one of the challenges of BNL is to develop urban policy-
makers' facilitation capabilities. This challenge is the focus of my analysis in the present chapter.

As a researcher, | take the position of an outsider action researcher doing second-person
action research. The data gathered for the research comes from research notes, documents
(reports, proposals, PowerPoint presentations, minutes) prepared for workshops with policy-
makers, and from documents systematising the process.

The remainder of the chapter is organised as follows. In the following section, based on
a literature review, | argue that the role of policymakers in addressing sustainable urban tran-
sition needs to be reformulated. A conceptual section on this new role follows, and then a
systemic approach to action research is presented. Then, the four action research processes
are described and a discussion is provided. The final section concludes with final reflections
and further research possibilities. The writing is in the first person. When referring to my ex-
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perience, | use the first-person singular, and when referring to the action research team in-
volved in the case, | use the first-person plural.

2. New governance for urban sustainability challenges

A global trend towards urbanisation is also noticeable in Europe. Although small and
medium-sized cities concentrate most of the population, climate change and unsustainable
energy consumption are directly linked to an increase in urban populations (United Nations
Environment Programme, 2022). However, this troubling reality implies a greater potential
for carrying out interventions that enable sustainable and green development.

As shown in Estensoro (2020), urban agglomeration economies involve a wide range of
territorial actors (governments, companies, entrepreneurs, universities, etc.), which increases
the transformation capacity of urban areas compared to non-urban territories. Due to their
proximity to actors, including citizens, cities have the potential to become key actors in man-
aging global transitions, such as the green transition. Additionally, most of these actors, who
are based in cities or have their institutional headquarters there, have objectives and an area
of influence that extends beyond city limits. As a result, they also have an increased capac-
ity to influence the development trajectory of broader territories and even foster connections
with global networks that support urban transformation. The recognition that more atten-
tion needs to be paid to urban environments in order to carry out transition processes re-
quires, however, a greater focus on current governance models.

We do not view governance as a mere instrument but rather as a new way of govern-
ing sustainable transition processes through novel relationship models (Bulkeley et al., 2016).
Sustainable urban transition is defined as the ability of multiple actors to launch, acceler-
ate, and facilitate transformative processes to create solutions that directly and effectively
address urban sustainability challenges at the city level (EImqvist et al., 2019). According to
Swilling and Hajer (2017), entrepreneurial urban governance is the key to managing sustain-
able urban transition processes. This governance approach considers establishing priorities
and experimenting through collective and systemic learning. So, in addition to co-construct-
ing solutions, entrepreneurial urban governance models must also create a new culture of
relationships among the actors involved to increase their capacity to implement sustainable
urban transition processes. These are processes in which actors’ roles are negotiated and re-
negotiated (Wittmayer, Avelino, van Steenbergen, & Loorbach, 2017). Challenges vary and
emerge continuously, and therefore, cities must be able to transform their roles and the re-
sulting relationship models in an adaptive way.

Moreover, it is important to recognise that achieving sustainable urban transition re-
quires adhering to a multilevel approach in territorial sustainability strategies (Estensoro &
Larrea, 2016; Larrea, Estensoro, & Pertoldi, 2019; Estensoro, 2020). Place-based (Barca,
2009) and subsidiarity approaches to multilevel governance are key instruments for increas-
ing the transformative potential of urban governance modes. This is done by providing urban
governance with territorial frameworks that enable cities to increase their capability to man-
age global transitions. However, these changes also mean added complexity.

Consequently, there are several barriers to successfully developing transitional governance.
One of them is that experimental or transitional governance requires breaking with closed in-
stitutional cultures and opening up to new political models through dialogue and the partici-
pation of various actors. The organisational culture itself of urban governments is one possible
obstacle (Kanellou, Radosevic, & Tsekouras, 2019; Fastenrath & Coenen, 2021), and this paper
focuses on this aspect. Developing the capability of city government teams to facilitate these
evolving governance models represents a challenge (Estensoro & Larrea, 2023).
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3. Urban facilitative policymakers

The facilitator concept defined by Costamagna and Larrea (2018) has inspired the facili-
tative policymaker figure that is used in this study. Facilitative policymakers may have two
profiles: facilitative politicians and facilitative managers. The first group, according to Cos-
tamagna and Larrea (2018, p. 72), consists of politicians who interpret their position as one
which entails, in addition to making their own decisions regarding policies, constructing pro-
cesses of dialogue with the other territorial actors, in which they can co-generate solutions
to the territory’s problems. Facilitative managers are those who, as managers of an organisa-
tion (e.g., government officials or managers of public agencies), have territorial development
as the goal of their organisation and thus create the conditions that enable this and [also
create] other organisations in the territory to reflect, to decide and to take action.

City government teams and policymakers who need to facilitate multi-actor and mul-
tilevel governance processes for sustainable urban transitions need to engage in systemic
learning processes, the outcome of which is often difficult to predict (Swilling & Hajer,
2017). Consequently, acting as facilitators in these processes is one of the biggest challenges
for policymakers; it is not enough for them to merely learn about facilitation. Addition-
ally, they must foster learning opportunities for urban and territorial actors. Following Cos-
tamagna and Larrea’s definition, actors learn through reflection, decision-making, and ac-
tion. To meet this challenge, the facilitator is someone who, at a given point in the territorial/
urban development process, takes on the task of creating the conditions that will enable ac-
tors to reflect, decide, and act (Costamagna & Larrea, 2018).

4. Systemic action research as a strategy for systemic transformation

Urban policymakers’ transformation into facilitative policymakers requires a systemic
transformation within urban public entities such as city councils. As noted before, favour-
able organizational and institutional conditions are necessary. The case of BNL that | present
in section 5 shows that when facilitated in a systemic way, the participation of different pro-
files of policymakers from the same city council involved in different capacity-building pro-
cesses increases the potential for collective capacity building and systemic transformation. If
facilitated through action research, this potential for systemic transformation calls for a co-
herent systemic approach to action research too. It is about a parallel development of con-
nected change processes facilitated through action research (Burns, 2007). As Larrea (2019,
p. 7) states, this means that the challenge here is how to keep the parallel strands linked, so
they do not evolve into a summing-up of projects.

Maintaining parallel yet connected processes calls for knowledge of the complex dynam-
ics of the whole system. Indeed, facilitative researchers contribute to the process by under-
standing the complexity of the system and bringing this perspective into the dialogue with
the other participants (Larrea, 2019). According to Burns (2007, p. 93), a key role for an ac-
tion research facilitator is to have a view of the whole, ‘to broker these connections,” and to
support the development of emergent inquiries. This leads to the following research ques-
tion: What specific capabilities are required for the brokering role played by facilitative re-
searchers? This research aims to identify the specific capabilities that researchers undertaking
systemic AR need to facilitate systemic change processes in which policymakers develop ca-
pabilities to act as facilitators of entrepreneurial urban governance.

To answer the research question, | consider the individual capabilities of facilitative actors
defined by Costamagna and Larrea (2018) as the central analytical framework for the analysis.
These authors refer to the following facilitation capabilities: (i) the capability of rallying others,
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(i) the capability of reading the process, (iii) the capability of inducing others to reflect on the
process, and (iv) the capability of supporting the reflection-action-reflection transition.

5. Bilbao Next Lab: four parallel and connected processes

The urban policy laboratory known as BNL was established in 2013 to address Bilbao's
inclusive and sustainable competitiveness. Action research is the methodological approach
used in this lab (Estensoro, 2020). Various challenges have been addressed in the lab, but
there is one that has been recurrent every year: the limited capacity of the city council team
to fulfil their role as facilitators of multi-actor and multilevel governance.

Thus, a common goal of the four action research processes on which this analysis fo-
cuses was to strengthen urban policymakers’ capacity to act as facilitators. As coordinator
of the research team at BNL, | was involved in all the processes. Different researchers par-
ticipated in the different action research processes, but | was the one coordinating each
team, thereby getting an overall view of the processes. Table 4.1 shows the four processes
in chronological order and lists the participants, their specific facilitation capabilities, the time
period, and the number of action research workshops related to each process.

This section describes each process, the reasons for creating the space, and the issues
addressed. It also shows the connection between the spaces and specifies the knowledge
that made those connections possible.

The different spaces described are monitored by the Tractor Group. This group meets
once a month and is made up of representatives from the Bilbao Ekintza Management
Team (councillor and CEO) and Orkestra researchers. BNL's main goals are established in this
space, and the other spaces are monitored as well to ensure a global vision.

Strategic Sectors (SS space)

The goal of developing facilitative capabilities for urban policymakers was first established
in the action research space involving the Strategic Sectors area of Bilbao Ekintza. The team’s
main policy area is promoting the sectoral specialisation of Bilbao’s economy. Since 2018,
a central aspect of this team’s work strategy has been creating and facilitating multi-agent
spaces for the co-design of strategies, projects, and actions. Orkestra’s action research work-
shops have focused on developing the team's skills to fulfil this role. To achieve this, various
concepts and approaches have been employed, including entrepreneurial discovery processes,
which are linked to the smart specialisation strategies promoted by the European Commission
(Estensoro & Larrea, 2023), as well as living labs, which involve citizens in innovation projects.

The knowledge co-generated in the SS space was integrated into the other spaces de-
scribed later. For example, the work carried out using the living lab approach to experiment
with citizen participation served as the basis for working on this aspect within the Mayors
and Councillors (MC) space discussed further below.

Talent and Employment (TE space)

At the beginning of 2019, Bilbao Ekintza's Talent and Employment team was tasked
with a project that would allow the co-design of employment and talent policies in response
to the skills mismatch in the digital sector. Since employment and talent policies are primarily
the responsibility of the Basque regional government, ensuring multilevel coordination was
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a key dimension of the project. The action research process was focused on addressing the
challenge of policymakers’ lack of expertise in the area of skills mismatches and on answer-
ing the need to facilitate multilevel coordination.

In this case, the research team, together with Bilbao Ekintza, also took on the role of fa-
cilitation and, therefore, contacted the actors and participated in the workshops directly with
them. There was also a space for the researchers and the agency’s technical team to reflect
on the challenges of undertaking such co-facilitation and to make decisions about the fa-
cilitation actions that should be undertaken by both the agency and the research team. The
most valuable knowledge for the other action research spaces was how multilevel govern-
ance and facilitation of the respective governance spaces were accomplished. Moreover, the
task of establishing a distinction between the facilitator roles of Bilbao Ekintza and the re-
searchers was valuable for the rest of the processes.

Mayor and Councillors (MC space)

Bilbao’s competitiveness strategy extends beyond the purview of the city council’s eco-
nomic development area. This action research process aimed to create a shared vision of Bil-
bao’s competitiveness strategy among the Mayor’s Office and city councillors. In the MC
space, the goal of becoming an intergenerational city was identified as the main goal for
achieving sustainable development. The main reason for promoting this city model was to
address the severe demographic and ageing issues the city is facing. However, the complex-
ity behind this challenge made it necessary to incorporate transversal urban policy manage-
ment. Furthermore, to promote an intergenerational city, it was proposed that citizen par-
ticipation be implemented as a priority dimension in transversally facilitated tractor projects.
Consequently, in addition to the shared vision mentioned above, this action research space
focused on developing facilitation capabilities in two specific areas: collaboration among mu-
nicipal areas and facilitating citizen participation.

Likewise, developing facilitation capabilities among the most senior policymakers in Bil-
bao’s City Council meant putting value on the work carried out with the technical team.
The objective of becoming facilitative policymakers had to be backed by a change in the or-
ganisational culture of the city council, and if the Mayor supported this, all the better. In this
sense, this space served as a legitimiser.

City Councils of the three Basque capital cities (CC space)

The main reason for promoting a new model of relationship among the city councils of
the three Basque capitals (Bilbao, Donostia and Vitoria-Gasteiz) was their difficulty in manag-
ing urban development challenges together. The CC space enabled them to work together
to identify common challenges and design a governance model that would facilitate collabo-
ration to address those shared challenges. Furthermore, the process led to the formulation of
collaborative projects that addressed common challenges involving different territorial actors.
At the time of this chapter’ writing, the implementation of these projects was still pending,
however, their design brought with it new opportunities for collaboration among the urban
policymakers involved.

On the one hand, this space had to make it easier for the three city councils to collabo-
rate and support each other while each city underwent its own transformation process. On
the other hand, multi-agent spaces would have to be facilitated in each city to address the
challenges of each collaborative project. One of the main challenges when forming the pro-
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ject teams and prioritising the challenges of the collaborative projects was ensuring multi-
level coordination with the regional government strategies. The lessons learnt from facilitat-
ing multilevel coordination, which were taught in the TE space, were central to addressing
this challenge. Likewise, seeking complementarity among the three cities was based on the
work carried out in the MC space.

Table 4.1. Action research spaces in Bilbao Next Lab

Facilitation capabilities AR time Number
AR space Policymakers (starting to be) . of AR
developed by AR period workshops
The technical Facilitation of entrepreneurial | EDP: Jan EDP: 8
team of the discovery processes and living | 2018-Feb Living labs: 6
Strategic Strategic labs in specific sectors. 2019
Sectors (SS) | Sectors area of Living Lab:
Bilbao Ekintza Jan-Oct
2021
The technical (Co-)Facilitation of multilevel and | Jan 2019- Monthly
staff of the multi-agent spaces for the co- | Jul 2022 Orkestra and
Talent and design of digital skill policies, policymakers’
Employment mainly through vocational train- meetings: Jan
area of Bilbao ing. 2019-Jul 2022
Talent and . o
Ekintza Co-facilitated
Employment
(TE) wprkshops
with actors:
2019: 3
2020: 2
2021:5
2022: 3
Mayor of Facilitation of transversal and | Jun 2021- 3
Bilbao City participative projects to address | Jun 2022
Counil challenges linked to the objec-
Mayor City Councillors | tive of promoting an intergen-
and City of Bilbao City erational city (thus addressing
Councillors | Council the demographic challenge),
(MC) through: (1) Co-definition of a
new organizational model (2)
Co-definition of transversal and
participative project proposals.
Mayors (3) Facilitation of collaboration | Oct 2021- 6
from Bilbao, with the other two cities to ad- | Jul 2022
Donostia and dress common urban challenges,
Basque City | Vitoria-Gasteiz | through (1) the definition of
Councils City Councils governance for collaboration,
(CO) Policymakers and (2) the o-definition of col-
from the laboration project proposals.
mayors’ offices
(1 from each)
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6. Discussion of the case

In this section, | refer to a set of capabilities that shed light on the research question
posed earlier. First, | share critical incidents that occurred during various action research pro-
cesses within BNL. The lessons learnt from those incidents, now conceptualised, have con-
tributed to further developing Costamagna and Larrea’s (2018) definition of individual facili-
tation capabilities.

6.1. The capability of making political knowledge explicit and integrating it

It is true that we need the City Council to also have a story of competitiveness,
and I insist on the need to have a space for reflection in which the Mayor is also pre-
sent. (Councillor, 26.02.2021)

The quote is from the councillor for Economic Development, Employment and Com-
merce, who recognised the need to activate the MC space during a Tractor Group meeting.
As previously pointed out, the Tractor Group serves as the main decision-making space and
tracks the activities of other action research processes. The councillor is the member of the
Tractor Group with the authority to make this decision. After several months, it was the first
time that he took a step forward and proposed to the mayor to activate the new action re-
search space together with the rest of the city councillors. When he accepted, | understood
that he had considered that the conditions for creating the space existed at that moment
and not before.

As the process in the MC space progressed, the facilitation provided by the councillor
had to be adjusted:

All participants have stressed the importance of collaborating across areas, but
this matter depends on the major. He is the only one who can decide. We [meaning
the Tractor Group] must think about how to do this and come up with a proposal so
that this idea becomes a reality... and we need to act quickly because the upcoming
elections are getting closer. (Councillor, 06.03.2021)

This decision involved preparing a document drawn up by the research team and dis-
cussing and agreeing upon it with the Tractor Group. The document contained a methodo-
logical proposal for the development of a transversal organisational model in the city council,
which the councillor would later present to the mayor.

As process facilitators, it is our responsibility to identify when it is necessary and possible
to get policymakers to make decisions. A key element of this is knowing as much as possible
about the political circumstances policymakers are dealing with at any given time. This is es-
pecially important when working with elected policymakers or politicians. Our job is to make
their experiential knowledge or knowledge about the political context explicit and integrate
it into the action research process.

Politicians constantly weigh the political costs of their decisions as well as the potential
benefits or negative impacts. The pressures of the proximity of the elections, the uncertainty
about whether they will be part of the teams running for election, the competition between
elected officials, the need to stand out through achievements, or the responsibility to use
budgets efficiently are situations that influence these political conditions. Moreover, political
conditions evolve and may change within the same legislature.

Hence, it seems that ‘political knowledge’ would help manage the reflection-action-
reflection transition described by Costamagna and Larrea (2018). According to them,
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supporting the reflection-action-reflection transition involves finding a delicate balance
that both alleviates the pressure on actors to take action and allows them to overcome
too much reflection. When facilitating processes with politicians, their experience-based
knowledge of the political context must be considered in the discussion. It allows us to
gauge the amount of pressure we can exert on the reflection-action-reflection transition.
This knowledge does not always appear explicitly, and for politicians to be able to share
it, appropriate spaces for dialogue based on trust between researchers and politicians are
needed.

6.2. The capability of rallying policymakers through hierarchy

The president of Orkestra and the mayor of Bilbao met for lunch on the 4t of March
2021. In his conversation with the mayor, the president addressed two issues. On the one
hand, he supported the councillor’s proposal to create the MC space. On the other hand,
Orkestra wanted to invite the mayor to join the CC space. After this lunch, they continued
to meet, and the councillor also attended some of these meetings. The AR process with city
councillors started on the 29th of June 2021, and the first workshop with the three mayors
took place on the 4th of October 2021. It was the president of Orkestra who opened the
workshops together with the mayors of the three Basque capital cities.

ARTD processes enable the democratisation of policymaking processes (Oliva, 2022),
and leadership and hierarchies become blurred when dealing with the complexity of shared
challenges faced by the actors involved in these processes (Karlsen & Larrea, 2014; Cos-
tamagna & Larrea, 2018). However, this does not mean there is no hierarchy among policy-
makers or researchers. In fact, the case of BNL shows that the ‘smart’ use of individual hier-
archies can help build the collective dimension of action research processes. The president’s
facilitation actions enabled action research processes to take place. To achieve this, the re-
search team had to be placed on an equal footing with the highest level in the hierarchy of
city councils, the mayors.

The case shows how connections with policymakers in the highest positions are very
frequently made based on the hierarchical position of researchers. Consequently, the use
of hierarchy can help build the necessary trust between facilitative researchers and actors,
and it can be a key factor in developing the capability of rallying actors, as described by
Costamagna and Larrea (2018). As noted by these authors, facilitative actors possess the
capability to rally territorial development actors, and the relationships (including trust) that
facilitators are able to build with policymakers over time are key to being able to use this
capability.

6.3. The capability of considering personal and emotional conditions

I felt a little let down when you said it was time for me to take on the facilitation
of the meetings with actors on my own... | would feel more at ease if you said you’ll
continue supporting us, albeit with less intensity... (Policymaker from the Talent and
Employment area, 06.10.2021)

Now that | have this responsibility, we need to establish a working dynamic be-
tween Bilbao Ekintza and Orkestra that takes my time into account. Instead of holding
weekly meetings with less focus, | would rather hold meetings every two weeks with
more commitment. (Policymaker from the Tractor Group, 21.02.2022)
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These are quotes from two policymakers participating in the SS and TE spaces. In both
spaces and corresponding processes, there was a time when policymakers had to take over
facilitation without the support of the researchers as co-facilitators. This meant that even
though the spaces for reflection-action with Orkestra continued to exist, policymakers had to
take on the role of facilitators in spaces with actors without our presence. In subsequent co-
ordination meetings between the research team and Bilbao Ekintza, | invited both policymak-
ers to reflect on what caused their feelings of ‘loneliness,” and we agreed on actions to over-
come them. | used different systematisation documents (which included their own quotes) to
reflect on what had happened during previous meetings and help them look at reality objec-
tively.

There is a key lesson to be drawn from this: if policymakers have to take over the facilita-
tion role and commit and develop feelings of belonging to the capacity-building process, the
facilitative researcher must not only consider the availability of time or financial resources,
but also assess the situation and guarantee the necessary emotional conditions. Once the ac-
tors (in our case, policymakers from Bilbao Ekintza) have been mobilised, the transformative
potential of action research depends heavily on their feeling of belonging towards the capac-
ity-building process and, above all, to the AR process. Consequently, facilitative researchers
must pay careful attention to policymakers’ capabilities and sensitivity and ‘pamper’ them to
achieve this.

Costamagna and Larrea (2018, p. 96) refer to the capability of inducing others to reflect
on the process [so that] what actors read in the process may coincide with what the facilita-
tor reads. The dialogue with policymakers during workshops and coordination meetings was
a successful channel for inducing them to reflect personally and empathetically on the pro-
cess.

6.4. The capability to establish and encourage connections among parallel processes

The need and opportunity for making a connection was made explicit by a policymaker
participating in the Tractor Group:

It is impossible to define project proposals with councillors and the mayor from
scratch... the efforts to define priorities together with territorial actors must be con-
sidered... | think that we must share these priorities with them and make sure we are
taking advantage of the synergies among the different processes. (Policymaker from
Bilbao Ekintza, 03.06.2022)

This other quote from the councillor participating in the Tractor Group, who also partici-
pated in the CC space, shows a clear connection:

I have learnt from you [referring to Orkestra] what it means to be a facilitative
policymaker... | agree with Orkestra that we should take on this role also in the col-
laboration projects among the three cities. (Policymaker from the Bilbao City Council,
10.05.2022)

Some of the connections among the four action research processes have been de-
scribed in Section 5. However, these two quotes are examples of two types of connections
that favour a systemic approach. The first one is incorporating the decisions or advances
made in one process into other processes. For example, the sectoral specialisation areas
prioritised in the processes facilitated by the technical team of Bilbao Ekintza were con-
sidered in the project proposals co-defined within the MC space. The second quote shows

73

© Basque Institute of Competitiveness - Deusto Foundation
ISBN 978-84-1325-251-3



BEING A FACILITATOR OF FACILITATORS

another type of possible connection: applying knowledge co-generated and correspond-
ing new capacities in one process to other processes. The lessons learnt in the SS space
about how to support policymakers to take on the role of facilitators were shared in the
TE space. As a result, the process knowledge that facilitative researchers ‘accumulate’ sup-
ports the systemic transformation of the role of policymakers. Establishing these two types
of connections among the different action research processes within the BNL was neces-
sary to facilitate the systemic transformation of the role of policymakers who had to take
on a facilitative role.

Establishing connections is a key issue for reading the process, one of the capabilities
of facilitative actors according to Costamagna and Larrea (2018). As described by these au-
thors, the capability to read the process is about knowing how to connect situations and
events that may seem independent of each other and being able to make decisions to con-
tinue facilitating the process. The case shows that, if the aim is to facilitate a systemic trans-
formation, two types of connections are valuable and necessary. Encouraging them and cre-
ating the conditions for them to be recognised and making them explicit would be a key
issue.

7. Final reflections and further research

Urban policymakers should facilitate the construction of entrepreneurial governance for
sustainable urban transition (Swilling & Hajer, 2017). This chapter focuses on the role of ac-
tion research and on the capabilities of facilitative researchers who help develop the facilita-
tive capabilities of urban policymakers through systemic action research. In addition to con-
tributing to the systemic approach, this chapter highlights how ARTD can help addressing
urban transitions such as the green one and discusses the role of cities and urban policymak-
ers in them.

The case analysis demonstrates that systemic action research is appropriate for trans-
forming the role of urban government entities, such as city councils. The participation of
policymakers with different profiles from the same city council, involved in different ca-
pacity-building processes, but all facilitated in a systemic way, boosts collective capac-
ity building and systemic transformation. However, it should be noted that the action re-
search approach must incorporate a systemic dimension too: systemic change requires a
systemic way of doing action research that facilitates the systemic capacity building of
policymakers.

In this sense, this study contributes to a better understanding of the capabilities re-
quired for facilitative researchers working with systemic action research (brokers, according
to Burns, 2007). This contribution further strengthens Costamagna and Larrea’s (2018) defi-
nition of facilitative actors’ capabilities and reinforces the systemic view of ARTD. The inte-
gration of ‘political knowledge,’ the smart use of hierarchies, as well as the consideration of
the personal and emotional situation of policymakers and the different types of connections
between parallel processes, are key lessons for fulfilling the role of the facilitative researcher
(see figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1. Facilitative researchers’ capabilities for systemic AR
with urban policymakers
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Source: Author’s elaboration.

But how do facilitative researchers develop these own capabilities? Obviously, action re-
search processes are the primary context for developing facilitation capabilities efficiently.
However, supporting the internal capacity building of researchers as well as securing re-
sources for the production of academic outputs are also of key importance for developing
our capabilities. In fact, the combination of all these elements may prove to be the most ef-
fective way.

Future studies could consider analysing additional action research cases involving urban
policymakers to validate the findings presented in this chapter and explore other conditions
that may help develop facilitation capabilities.

References

Barca, F. (2009). An Agenda for a Reformed Cohesion Policy: A place-based approach to meeting Euro-
pean Union challenges and expectations. Brussels: European Commission.

Bulkeley, H., Coenen, L., Frantzeskaki, N., Hartmann, C., Kronsell, A., Mai, L., Marvin, S., McCormick,
K., van Steenbergen, F., & Voytenko Palgan, Y. (2016). Urban living labs: governing urban sustain-
ability transitions. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 22, pp. 13-17. doi:10.1016/j.
cosust.2017.02.003

75

© Basque Institute of Competitiveness - Deusto Foundation
ISBN 978-84-1325-251-3



BEING A FACILITATOR OF FACILITATORS

Burns, D. (2007). Systemic action research: A strategy for whole system change. Bristol: Policy Press,
University of Bristol.

Costamagna, P., & Larrea, M. (2018). Facilitative actors of territorial development. A social construc-
tion-based approach. Bilbao: Deusto University Press. Retrieved from https.//www.orkestra.deusto.
es/images/investigacion/publicaciones/libros/colecciones-especiales/Facilitative-Actors.pdf

Elmqvist, T., Andersson, E., Frantzeskaki, N., McPhearson, T., Olsson, P, Gaffney, O, Takeuchi,
K., & Folke, C. (2019). Sustainability and resilience for transformation in the urban century. Nature
Sustainability, 2, pp. 267-273.

Estensoro, M. (2020). Action research for urban development: The case of Bilbao. In M. Larrea (Ed.),
Roots and Wings of Action Research for Territorial Development. Connecting Local Transformation
and International Collaborative Learning (pp. 203-216). Bilbao: Deusto University Press.

Estensoro, M., & Larrea, M. (2016). Overcoming policy making problems in smart specialisation strate-
gies: Engaging subregional governments. European Planning Studies, 24(7), 1319-1335. doi:10.108
0/09654313.2016.1174670

Estensoro, M., & Larrea, M. (2023). Facilitation of entrepreneurial discovery processes by policymakers:
an actionable definition of roles and challenges. Journal of the Knowledge Economy, 14, pp. 1321-
1342. doi:10.1007/513132-022-00906-1

Fastenrath, S., & Coenen, L. (2021). Future-proof cities through governance experiments? Insights from
the Resilient Melbourne Strategy (RMS). Regional Studies, 55(1), pp. 138-149. doi:10.1080/003434
04.2020.1744551

Kanellou, D., Radosevic, S., & Tsekouras, G. (2019). The trade-off between accountability and experi-
mentation in innovation and industrial policy: Learning networks as a solution? GROWINPRO Work-
ing Paper No. 24/2019. Retrieved from https://www.growinpro.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/
working_paper_2019_24.pdf

Karlsen, J., & Larrea, M. (2014). Territorial development and action research: Innovation through dia-
logue. Farnham, UK: Gower Publishing.

Larrea, M. (2019). Systemic action research as a strategy to face the institutionalisation of participa-
tory approaches: A case study in the Basque country. Systemic Practice and Action Research, 32,
pp. 645-662. doi:10.1007/s11213-019-09482-z

Larrea, M., Estensoro, M., & Pertoldi, M. (2019). Multilevel governance for smart specialisation: Basic
pillars for its construction (JRC Technical Report No. JRC116076). Luxembourg: Publications Office
of the European Union. doi:10.2760/425579

Oliva, J. (2022). El rol de la IADT en la democratizacion de las politicas: el caso del Bilbao Next Lab
(Master Thesis). University of the Basque Country, Bilbao.

Swilling, M., & Hajer, M. (2017). Governance of urban transitions: Towards sustainable resource ef-
ficient urban infrastructures. Environmental Research Letters, 12(12), 125007. doi:10.1088/1748-
9326/aa7d3a

United Nations Environment Programme (2022). Emissions Gap Report 2022: The Closing Window —
Climate crisis calls for rapid transformation of societies. Nairobi: UNEP: Retrieved from https://Awvww.
unep.org/emissions-gap-report-2022

Wittmayer, J. M., Avelino, F., van Steenbergen, F., & Loorbach, D. (2017). Actor roles in transitions: In-
sights from sociological perspectives. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 24, pp. 45-
56. doi:10.1016/j.eist.2016.10.003

76

© Basque Institute of Competitiveness - Deusto Foundation
ISBN 978-84-1325-251-3



