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Actor-landscapes as visual canvas
for identifying, representing, and
aligning stakeholders

Maj-Britt Quitzau* and Birgitte Hoffmann

Department of Sustainability and Planning, Aalborg University, Copenhagen, Denmark

Tools applied by water professionals in climate adaptation projects tend to have a
technical focus and a superficial stakeholder approach. Development of
integrative and synergetic solutions require more delicate and transformative
forms of stakeholder engagement. Through an action research process, this
article explores how a visual canvas for stakeholder engagement can support
water professionals in identifying, representing, and aligning stakeholders in
development of integrative and synergetic climate adaptation solutions. The
visual canvas is developed in the form of ‘Actor-Landscapes’, and presents a
practical tool for engaging stakeholders inspired by Actor-Network Theory. Actor-
Landscapes proved to especially support water professionals in four key
challenges in their transformative approach to stakeholder engagement: 1) to
recognize stakeholders more broadly and deeply, 2) to organize and present data
about key stakeholders and the landscape in which these are anchored, 3) to
prioritize which stakeholders to enhance based on alignment considerations, and
4) to legitimize mapped stakeholder perspectives through direct dialogue and
engagement. The article concludes that Actor-Landscapes have interesting
boundary object abilities supporting water professionals in inviting for and
empowering integrative and synergetic transformations of knowledge between
stakeholders in climate adaptation projects.

KEYWORDS

mapping, climate adaptation, stakeholder, engagement, added value, municipality

1 Introduction

In the European context, the flooding in July 2021 in parts of Germany, Belgium and the
Netherlands reminded us once again of the critical impact of extreme climate events with loss
of human lives and severely damage and destruction of important infrastructure assets (Koks
et al., 2022). The increased occurrence of such extreme events (Seneviratne et al., 2021) call
for state governments to increase attention to climate adaptation initiatives in spatial
planning. Even in a country like Denmark, where floodings are less dramatic due to
smaller river systems, the Danish State already in 2013 implemented a legal requirement
for climate adaptation plans at the municipal level (Ministry of Environment of Denmark,
2013). Especially a severe cloud burst over Copenhagen in July 2011 with a total cost for the
insurance business of 6 billion DKK set this governance initiative in motion (ibid). Denmark
experiences 25% more precipitation during winter, and more intense cloudbursts during
summer are expected to occur because of climate changes (Pedersen et al., 2020).

Technical expertise currently represents a core competence in approaches to climate
adaptation in Denmark. This is reflected by the array of national models put at the disposal of
water professionals in state guidelines: a climate atlas, a digital terrain model, a coastal atlas,
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and a coastal planner, as well as a national model for flooding from
rivers and a hydrological information and prognosis system (Danish
housing and planning authority 2022). For water professionals,
technical models provide ways of mapping and using data to
identify challenges and apply the best possible basis for assessing
risks and foreseeing climate scenarios (ibid). Such models are
recognized as critical elements to develop timely strategies both
for predicting and mitigating the adverse consequences of climate
change (Chavez et al,, 2015).

However, this form of technical expertise is no longer sufficient
in planning and local development processes (Lissandrello and Grin,
2011 in Munthe-Kaas and Hoffmann, 2017). Development of
integrative approaches in climate adaptation require cross-
disciplinary knowledge, cross-institutional collaboration, and
multiple stakeholder approaches (Hoffmann et al, 2015). This
integrative perspective is a result of the introduction of the
concept of ‘Nature-Based Solutions’, which was presented in
2015 by the European Commission as multi-facetted solutions
combining perspectives on nature, ecology, and urban
development (Raymond et al., 2017; Frantzeskaki et al., 2022).
The integrative approach implies that the traditional principle of
channeling storm water away in invisible below-ground
infrastructures is replaced with the principle of handling storm
water on the surface as an active integration into attractive urban
spaces (Jensen et al.,, 2016). This shift alters the perspective from
solely considering aspects of risks and technical infrastructure to
also encompass nature, human, and spatial aspects relating to
synergy and integration with urban design and development
(Hoffmann et al., 2015).

Stakeholder engagement represents a crucial part of developing
integrative and synergetic climate adaptation projects. In the current
practice within flood risk management, stakeholder representation
and management is based on definitions and approaches developed
and applied in business management (Reed et al., 2009). Here, a
stakeholder analysis is understood as listing stakeholders and
considering how their stakes impact the organization’s objectives
(Freeman, 1984; Friedman and Miles, 2006). This way of defining
stakeholder analysis resonates with Danish state guidelines
recommending that stakeholders directly and indirectly affected
by the plans should be involved in the planning (Ministry of
Environment of Denmark, 2013). A key challenge with these
stakeholder that
stakeholders are reduced to a sort of a priory existing stakes

prevailing definitions and approaches is
(Metzger, 2013). This tends to produce solutions to a known
problem, rather than providing “a new way of framing the
situation and of developing unanticipated combinations of
actions that are qualitatively different from the options on the
table at the outset” (Innes and Booher, 1999:12). The latter is
necessary to develop integrative and synergetic solutions, and
hence, point towards the need for a different way to work with
stakeholder engagement.

The need for a theory of stakeholder identification is advertised
by Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997:854) in order to “reliably separate
stakeholders from nonstakeholders” by addressing who (or what)
stakeholders are, and to whom (or what) to pay attention to. Such
basic questions are especially intriguing when considering
development of integrative and synergetic solutions, where a
certain alignment of stakeholders and their values are implied.
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Successful development of such solutions involves a special “way
of knowing”, where knowing is understood as a way to describe
successful alignment of human and nonhuman elements (Bryson
etal., 2009). The notion of alignments and this way of knowing refer
to theoretical insights from Actor-Network Theory (ANT) about
differentiating between whether actors transport objects and ideas,
in the sense of merely withholding a status quo, or transform these
through dynamics of re-alignments (Latour, 2005). Studying
processes of change in planning, Innes and Booher (1999)
similarly differentiates between discussions, where ideas and
viewpoints are batted forth and back, and dialogues, where
participants develop a pool of shared meaning, based on Senge
(1990). In their point of view, dialogue represents a deeper way of
knowing, which deals with inherent conflicts and help identifying
solutions that offer mutual gains (Innes and Booher, 1999). Seen in
this perspective, traditional stakeholder analysis is argued by Pineda
and Johansen (2019) as a too static analytical tool without the ability
to produce change and propose to find inspiration in ANT for a
more relational and dynamic perspective due to its detailed accounts
of how constitutional and relational dynamics of humans and
nonhumans in processes of change.

Such a transformative perspective on stakeholder engagement
require attention to how stakeholder analysis is approached to
identify, represent, and align stakeholders in a productive way.
The prevailing approach with listing of stakeholders and their
stakes does not seem to appropriately support alignments
towards integrative and synergetic solutions. Such an approach
does not allow for collective tinkering and learning, which is
necessary in transformative development processes, where the
narrowness of focus among participants needs to be challenged,
according to Innes and Booher (1999). Transfer of knowledge can be
a treacherous endeavor, as indicated by Carlile (2002), who found
that organizational functions structure knowledge differently,
hereby creating challenges of transfer and transformation of
These
considerations bring attention to the ability of stakeholder

knowledge across so-called ‘knowledge boundaries’.
analysis approaches to act as boundary objects, understood as an
object that is shared and shareable across different problem-solving
contexts (Star, 1989).

The aim of this article is to explore how a visual canvas for
stakeholder engagement can support water professionals in
identifying,
development of integrative and synergetic climate adaptation

representing, and aligning stakeholders in
solutions. The visual canvas is a result of a quasi-theoretical
development of a practical tool for engaging stakeholders based
on exploring the idea to represent stakeholders visually inspired by
ANT and the desire to develop a more transformative and
knowledge-crossing approach to stakeholder engagement. The
theoretical and practical argumentation behind the choice of the
visual canvas is outlined and expanded in the theoretical section.
The visual canvas is developed in the form of ‘Actor-Landscapes’,
which represent a practical tool for engaging stakeholders developed
through an action research process explained in the methodological
section. The analytical part outlines how these Actor-Landscapes
have supported water professionals in four key challenges in their
transformative approach to stakeholder engagement. The abilities of
the developed visual canvas as a transformative boundary object is
outlined in the discussion. The conclusion presents the main
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FIGURE 1

Illustration from sustainable design engineering students at Aalborg University visualizing actor-worlds based on the aim of developing solutions for

waste sorting milk carton.

potentials for identifying, representing, and aligning stakeholders
through Actor-Landscapes as a visual canvas.

2 Actor-worlds and their landscapes as
quasi-theoretical starting point

The theoretical inspiration for developing and exploring Actor-
Landscapes as a visual canvas is quasi-theoretical in the sense that
the conceptual foundation draws on both practical and theoretical
considerations. This is the result of an action research process,
described in the methodological section, pursuing an integration
between theory and action in order to develop a tool of practical use
inspired by adopted theoretical insights. In that perspective,
theoretical insights are mobilized and translated for practical use
based on experiences gained during the action research.

The idea for developing a visual canvas for stakeholder
engagement rose from a personal experience of one of the
authors of this article while teaching about actor-networks to
design engineering university When
visualizing relevant human and nonhuman actors and their

sustainable students.
relations through ANT for a specific situation, the students
tended to merely note headings of different groups of actors and
draw lines between them to visualize relationships. This visual
interpretation resulted in a too poor understanding of the
relational dynamics within the visualized actor-networks. A
similarly tendency for students to perform traditional stakeholder
analysis when mapping actor-networks is also remarked by Pineda
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and Johansen (2019). The visualizations were challenged by asking
the students to capture visually how different actor-worlds were
represented and related. This proved especially rewarding due to the
fact that these specific students have acquired drawing and
visualization skills earlier in their education.

The concept of actor-world was first introduced by Callon
(1986a) as a way to explain how Electricité de France constructed
a specific actor-world around them based on a specific purpose and
with all the ingredients determined by what was needed for the
entire construction to work (or reach the purpose). Whereas Callon
(ibid) mainly showed interest for an isolated actor-world, Jorgensen
and Serensen (1999) argued that such actor-worlds also interact and
compete because different forms of problematizations prevail in
concurrence. These actor-worlds represent certain narratives among
different actors and each of them are continuously working on
maintaining their position or reach a (new) equilibrium by
convincing and assembling other actors around them (ibid).
These narratives indicate some form of specialized way of
thinking and acting prevailing within a specific actor-world, also
reflecting how knowledge is embedded in specific practices, and
explaining why practitioners are not so willing to change that
knowledge (Carlile, 2002). Actor-worlds reflect a tacit knowledge
and systemic logic that tend to imbue how certain actors (human or
nonhuman) engage in developments of their surroundings,
nourished by certain internal dynamics. The visualization in
Figure 1 shows how one group of students in their interpretation
of the actor-network identified five important actor-worlds (milk
producer, packaging supplier, supermarket, private household, and
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municipality) for developing solutions for sorting milk cartons.
Although the visualization, at first sight, put emphasis on
traditional stakeholders, the visualization captures deeper layer of
relational dynamics both in relation to specific actor-worlds, but also
capturing dynamics of social ordering across these.

Using ANT to conceptualize stakeholders is markedly different
compared to traditional stakeholder analysis. In the traditional
understanding of stakeholders, a linear thinking prevails: 1)
identify stakeholders, 2) manage stakeholders and 3) celebrate
success (Pineda and Johansen, 2019). Although this represent
somewhat of a caricature on stakeholder analysis, it underlines a
significant difference to an ANT-inspired approach (ibid). Through
mapping of actor-worlds and their relations, emphasis is shifted
towards an understanding of the social order that prevails in the
studied situation and how certain actors within this actor-network
need to be convinced if the social order is to change (ibid). This
illustrates the point of Bryson et al. (2009:173) that “strategic
planning may ‘work’, but the question of whether and how it
works, in what ways, for whom, when, and why is certainly
open”. The linear way of thinking in traditional stakeholder
analysis identify and represent important stakeholders well but
fails to capture that multiple versions of translation take place in
an actor-network, as actors continuously challenge and convince
each other to change the status quo (in order to establish a new
balance), and how this can be analyzed from different perspectives
(Pouloudi et al., 2004).

It represents a crucial challenge for water professionals to know
from what perspective to look at stakeholders within an actor-
network. Creation of integrative and synergetic solutions require
water professionals and stakeholders to engage in what Innes and
Booher (1999) term as a kind of collective, speculative tinkering or
bricolage. The term ‘bricolage’ is borrowed from Lévi-Strauss (1966)
and differs from more familiar types of argumentation and tradeoffs
by encouraging innovation and collective commitment through
processes of learning and change among involved participants
(Innes and Booher, 1999). Bricolage is relevant in this regard,
because it helps to position water professionals in their difficult
endeavor as spokespersons and translators for new climate
adaptation solutions within a specific affected area. In that sense,
water professionals are stakeholders too, battling on the same terms
as the other stakeholders to push for certain agendas of change. They
are spokespersons for the societal urgency to develop climate
adaptation solutions, while still having to translate how such a
solution should be designed to be able to break through and be
implemented. The key point of bricolage is to understand that this
battle does not take place in a vacuum (which the linear way of
thinking seems to believe) but requires competences and hard
strategic work to understand how a solution can be developed
that other stakeholders will acknowledge and support.

It is characteristic for ANT to avoid reducing things to
something else, but instead seek to meet these in their specific
circumstances (Papazu and Winthereeik, 2021). An important
practical circumstance of climate adaptation projects is that it
will change a physical landscape, and this will affect the
landscape itself and those that are somehow affiliated with it. As
the characteristics of the landscape will also change, the changes may
also shift who will have interests in it. An intriguing question is how
a deeper understanding of such actor and landscape characteristics
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can be channeled into narratives for solutions to better reflect the
problematization done by the water professionals and those
affiliated with the affected landscape (either voluntarily by
deliberately changing the landscape or involuntarily as a result of
potential flooding). Through the format of Actor-Landscapes as a
physical map, a visual canvas is provided that supports capturing the
interpretation of social ordering through representation of how
are affiliated with the affected area,
including important characteristics and problematizations.

specific actor-worlds

Physical maps represent landscapes in an object-form and are
described by Harley (1987:1) as “fundamental tools helping the
human mind make sense of its Universe at various scales”. The
history of cartography indicates that there has probably always been,
what Harley (ibid:1) terms as ‘a mapping impulse’, in the sense that
human consciousness has cognitively mapped the physical space
long before the physical artefacts of maps were first developed.
Within geographical research it is also believed that we are all
cartographers in our daily lives, as “(...) we use our bodies as
the surveyor uses his instruments, to register a sensory input from
multiple points of observation, which is then processed by our
intelligence into an image which we carry around with us, like a map
in our heads, wherever we go” (Ingold, 1993:155). Using physical
maps as a canvas for visualization is interesting, because the
graphical language of such maps enables communication about a
place or space through a common language (Harley, 1987). Maps
even have some legibility, since relationships among elements on a
map leap to the eye, which is sometimes difficult to achieve in words
(Gronim, 2001). Materials such as maps are also known in design
games to provide a stage and tools to share current and past
experiences as a way to envision future ones, as participants
together can explore ways to bridge their differences and
(Vaajakallio and Mattelmakki, 2014). This
resonates well with the need to establish dialogues across

dependencies

differences in viewpoints, as advertised by Innes and Booher
(1999). The fact that maps are also recognizable across different
knowledge boundaries also support physical maps as good boundary
objects (Carlile, 2002).

Studies in social cartography are concerned with how to unfold
the complexity of tensions and controversies through explorative
mapping and representation (Venturini, 2010a). It contributes to an
awareness about boundaries of complexity and simplicity in relation
to mapping of social ordering: “The map is not the (observed)
territory, neither should it be. (...). What would be the interest of
such a method if it could just deliver a reproduction of the observed
phenomena?” (Venturini, 2010b:797). A distinction in objectivity
was developed by Latour (2008) in an effort to consider as much
subjectivity as possible (in Venturini, 2010a) and forms part of the
fundamental critique of the division between Society and Nature in
social sciences that ANT challenges (Latour, 2005). A first-degree
objectivity is the landscape itself (Venturini, 2010a) or the stage in a
metaphorical sense (Stephan, 2015). This would be the physical
landscape conveyed on the map, or direct stakes in terms of a
stakeholder  perspective. ~ The
objectivity—on the other hand—is the experienced landscape or

traditional second-degree

the whole of the machinery of a theatre (around the stage itself)
2010a). This
distinguishment between superficial and in-depth interpretations

(Venturini, distinction provides a theoretical

of the landscape of actors and their tensions and controversies.
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Capturing second-degree objectivity helps to be attentive to all
viewpoints and reveal the larger extent of actors’ disagreements
(Venturini, 2010b). The intention with cartography is not to close
controversies, but to increase the understanding of these and to
show that different outcomes are possible (Venturini, 2010a). This
resonates well with the need to differentiate different actor-worlds
and better capture the interplay between these. A key challenge,
which will be discussed later, however, lies in the difficulty of
knowing how to, actually, observe and describe actor-worlds
during the mapping process so that it enables good decisions
about how to promote a desired state of stability or equilibrium.

3 Developing actor-landscapes
through an action research
methodology

Researchers and water professionals involved in ongoing climate
adaptation projects have collaborated closely during this action
research process. Multiple traditions within action research
prevail, but its common core is a cyclical approach inspired by
Lewin (1948) that integrates theory and action with the goal to
address important organizational or societal issues together with
those who experience them (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). Tt
involves creating new forms of understanding “since action without
reflection and understanding is blind, just as theory without action is
meaningless” (Reason and Bradbury, 2008:4).

This action research is anchored in a staging approach, which
Dorland and Vinck (2022:3) describe as “a descendant of the
Scandinavian tradition for action research from the 1960s and
onward”. Characteristic of this approach is that it offers a
strategic view on change through its combination of the action-
oriented approach of participatory design and innovation with
insights from Science and Technology Studies (STS) (Pedersen
et al, 2021). Its emphasis on following and understanding
alignment processes is well suited to the theoretical inclination
towards ANT, as well as to the study of how water professionals
stage and drive engagement processes to develop integrated
solutions based on valuable synergies. In that sense, the
researchers stage theoretical insight from ANT and other relevant
theories, bringing these theoretical insights into practical reflections
in real-life projects addressing the challenge of how to effectively
create stakeholder alignments through the Actor-Landscape
approach.

The relation between the researchers and water professionals
was built up through the EU Life project ‘Coast to Coast Climate
Change’” (C2CCC), a quadruple helix partnership led by the Central
Denmark Region (C2CCC, 2022). The action research process was
initiated as a masterclass organized by researchers as three
workshops in 2020 and 2021 for water professionals from the
C2CCC project looking for ways to work with value creation in
climate adaptation projects. Interactions between researchers and
practitioners helped to frame the conceptual idea of using a visual
canvas, in the format of Actor-Landscapes, to support stakeholder
engagement. The conceptual idea was further explored during an
experimental phase mainly performed in 2021 and 2022 to better
understand the potential of a visual canvas in identifying,
representing, and aligning stakeholders. The water professionals
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FIGURE 2

Overview of the four project areas in the Central Denmark
Region represented by water professionals in the present action
research study.

involved saw a practical potential in the conceptual idea and were
actively involved in the experimentation and development.

An overview of the four participating projects are outlined on
Figure 2. The participating practitioners shifted from the masterclass
to the experimental phase due to dependencies regarding timing and
resources. The action research approach was also individualized to
each of the four participating projects as shown in Table 1 in order to
ensure anchoring and relevance of conducted experiments.

The Gudenaa river project is a project that involves the
7 municipalities that the river passes through. This project was
mainly active in the masterclass process and is only elaborated in the
first part of the analysis. An industrial PhD was financed after the
masterclass and specifically followed up on this climate adaptation
project with a different scientific scoping (for published results see,
e.g., Jensen, 2023a; Jensen, 2023b). The Gudenaa river project was
represented at coordination meetings with one representative.

The Grenaa river system is a project with starting point in a river
that passes through Norddjurs Municipality and Syddjurs
Municipality. Representatives from both municipalities became
involved in the experimental part of the action research process
with focus on internal forms of dialogues as well as feedback on
propositions for ways of operationalizing Actor-Landscapes. This
project was represented with 1-2 representatives for each
municipality at coordination meetings.

The “Hope to Hope” project deals with a large low-lying area in
Hedensted Municipality where climate adaptation solutions need to
be developed. There is not the same inter-municipal coordination
challenge in this project. The working group consisted of three water
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TABLE 1 Overview of the four projects in the action research to characterize the workflow and collaborative focus for each subproject. Please note that the action
research process only actively engaged with parts of these projects for a limited period, and for that reason the table mainly outlines the project elements that
were actively brought into the action research process. A-L is short for Actor-Landscape.

Gudenaa river

Grenaa river

The limfjord

Hope-to-Hope
lowlands

Participation in action
research coordination

group

Silkeborg Municipality (1)

Norddjurs Municipality (1-2)

Sydddjurs Municipality (2)

The Limfjord secretariat (1)

Hedensted Municipality (1-2)

Participation in
masterclass

The working group: 7 municipalities,
Skanderborg utility and the Central
Region Denmark

Participation in
experiments

Role of researchers

Role of water
professionals

Collecting knowledge and facilitating
workshop and learning

Technical analyses

The working group consisting of
2 practitioners from both
municipalities

Overview of previous insights

The working group from the
secretariat consisting of
3 practitioners

Overview of previous insights

The working group consisting
of 3 practitioners

Overview of previous insights

Document analysis

Supplement stakeholder analysis

Drafting A-L

Document analysis

Supplement stakeholder
analysis

Drafting A-L

Document analysis

Supplement stakeholder
analysis

Drafting A-L

Develop narratives

Technical analyses

Support interviews

Masterplan

Support workshop facilitation

Technical analyses

Stakeholder mapping and dialogue

Stakeholder mapping and dialogue

Stakeholder mapping and
dialogue

Stakeholder mapping and
dialogue

Internal coordination

Drafting A-L

Focus areas and activities

Internal workshops

External workshops

Produced Actor-
Landscapes

Understanding value creation in climate
adaption

Expand stakeholder analysis

Internal overview

Identify synergies

Drafting A-L

Hotspots (synergies)

A-L draft

A-L picture

Bold headings represent engagements of each project.

Expand stakeholder
analysis.Internal overview

Feedback on A-L draft

Expand stakeholder analysis

Feedback on A-L draft

Stakeholder challenges based

Expand stakeholder analysis

Internal overview

Identify synergies

Cross-disciplinary dialogue
about hotspots through A-L

Local district dialogue and

professionals and the experimental process involved both an
internal and external workshop, where elements from Actor-
Landscapes were tested. The project leader represented the
working group at the coordination meeting often supplemented
by 1-2 of the other representatives from the municipality.

The last participating project is that of the Limfjord, which is a
large fjord in the northern part of Jutland. Although the C2CCC
project has several projects in this region, it was representatives from
the Limfjord secretariat who wanted to participate in the
experimental part of the action research. The secretariat was
involved in development of a masterplan for the Limfjord
involving 18 municipalities in total. The main focus in this
project was on supporting the external stakeholder dialogue
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on A-L conceptualization
through A-L
A-L draft A-L draft A-L layersA-L draft.A-L
hotspots
through inspiration. This project was represented with

1 representative from the Limfjord secretariat at coordination
meetings.

Common for all the four project areas was that water
professionals were working on plans and solutions regarding
climate adaption through active stakeholder engagement. The
projects were in an initial phase of development with focus on
collecting insights and initiating stakeholder analyses and dialogues.
The water professionals actively sought to be part of the action
research, and this reflects innovative thinking among the involved
participants and positions the studied projects as “extreme” cases.
The notion of extreme case is applied by Flyvbjerg (2006) about
unusual cases that have potential to reveal more information than a
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FIGURE 3

Timeline of the action research process from the masterclass to the final coordination meeting. The grey boxes indicate research and practice
activities in the different projects. A-L is short for Actor-Landscapes. Questions in italics indicate typical reflections that researchers and practitioners

typically brought to the collaboration.

typical case, because the deviant character activates more actors and
dynamics in the studied situation. Even though it may not be
possible to generalize all the gained knowledge, it still has
potential to enter into the collective process of knowledge
accumulation within its given field of research (ibid). Due to
variations across projects and related experiments, this case is
also multifaceted in terms of differences in contexts, planning
situations and practices as well as goals for stakeholder engagement.

The researchers held coordination meetings as a way to allowed
for discussions of the status and challenges of the project in order to
time and align the action research initiatives. The projects had
already gathered material about some stakeholders and had
dialogues with them. Technical elements within the projects
inhibited experimentation since some of the water professionals
were reluctant to initiate stakeholder engagement until they had
more clear technical insights and scenarios for the affected area.
Although this was somewhat challenged by the researchers it was
not always possible to push through with desired experiments. As a
result, experiments with drafted Actor-Landscapes vary from
internal feedback sessions with only involved water professionals
to actual encounters with both other professionals from the
municipalities as well as citizens and other stakeholders. The
research initiatives were conducted by two senior researchers and
two research assistants.

The cyclical approach of this action research has been achieved
by changing between direct involvement, dialogue about experiences
as well as withdrawal to develop, reflect and redevelop. This reflects
the iterative form that many action research projects apply, as
researchers make sure to both get involved in the empirical
arena, but also withdraw to reflect about the findings and return
with suggestions for change (Nielsen and Nielsen, 2010). The
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researchers used various resources to dig into each of the
projects, involving literature search of local policy documents to
compile the main themes, as well as a desk-research into digital
maps to help expanding the understanding of the local area. This
material has been compiled and provided the basis for developing
suggestions for how Actor-Landscapes could look and which
elements to contain to represent the collected material. These
Actor-Landscape drafts were then shown to the involved water
professionals and ideas for application and improvement of the
Actor-Landscapes were discussed. Based on such inputs, the
researchers withdrew to reflect and update the visual canvases as
well as outlining ways of applying these in stakeholder engagement
workshops. Most of the conducted workshops were facilitated by the
water professionals themselves, based on materials provided by the
researchers and based on an agreed consensus about the format.
the
professionals were in continuous dialogue about experiences with

During experimental process, researchers and water
Actor-Landscapes and further possibilities for development.
Through the four coordination meetings, experiences of both
researchers and water professionals were compiled and discussed.

The timeline of the action research process is shown in Figure 3.
It shows how the cyclical process was arranged around four
coordination meetings, where researchers and involved water
professionals participated. Each of these meetings was prepared
by the researchers with an outline of key questions to address
together. The meetings had a workshop format that allowed the
practitioners to share experiences and give feedback, and where the
researchers could facilitate a reflective dialogue and present
theoretical thoughts and insights of relevance. The researchers
also met continuously with practitioners from each of the

projects to agree on how the researchers could contribute to the
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FIGURE 4
[llustration of four key challenges that Actor-Landscapes helped
to address during the action research process.

ongoing processes. For each project different contributions were
agreed, and actions were followed up in parallel workflows, as
indicated by the grey boxes on Figure 3. Notes were also taken
during these meetings. The researchers also actively participated in
or facilitated specific workshops together with the water
professionals and invited internal or external stakeholders.

During the entire process, the researchers have been writing
down in a virtual whiteboard what their thoughts and suggestions
were as well as their experience and insight from meetings with the
professional practitioners and other stakeholders. This kind of
autobiographical data is typical in action research, where part of
the research documentation is the researcher’s roles, actions, and
decisions (Herr and Anderson, 2005). The autobiographical data
contains different drafts of Actor-Landscapes and internal
brainstorms between the researchers about theoretical and
practical considerations for choosing different formats. It has
been a crucial part of the process to not develop one specific
format for an Actor-Landscape. In all of the engagements with
both the water professionals directly enrolled in the action research
as well as internal and external collaborators that participated in
workshops, the researchers have made active use of participant
observation. This is a methodology, where the researcher takes part
in the daily activities and interactions of a group of people as a means
of learning explicit and tacit aspects of their routines and culture
(DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011). For both water professionals as well as
internal and external stakeholders this has involved indirect
observations during meetings and workshops, where notes have
been made about the experienced observations.

Data collection has also taken place in relation to gathering
information about stakeholders in each of the projects. This has
consisted of a mix of qualitative methods suited to the pace of the
action research process. Research inputs for the projects needed to
be delivered quicker than in a typical research project and this
affected the choice and format of qualitative methods. For example,
qualitative interviews were not conducted due to the number of
resources needed to prepare, conduct, and treat information.
Instead, informal dialogues and meetings represented the main
source of information and insight. It has also been important for
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the researchers in terms of understanding external stakeholders that
the approach could be replicated in the day-to-day practices of water
professionals, and for that reason too scientific forms of data
collection would have been too extensive.

4 Applying actor-landscapes in climate
adaptation projects

The initial idea of Actor-Landscapes as a concept was developed
at a masterclass workshop, where participants from the Gudenaa
river subproject had a positive experience with visualizing actor-
worlds within the river landscape. This positive experience was
followed up with further development of the conceptual idea of
Actor-Landscapes with emphasis on how to apply it to identify,
represent and engage stakeholders. Through the action research
process, the four key challenges depicted on Figure 4 were
discovered that application of Actor-Landscapes helped to address.

Each of the four challenges represent different dimensions in the
identification, representation and engagement of stakeholders that
need to be systematically addressed. The inner part of the circles in
Figure 4 represent internal work processes performed by the water
professionals, while the outer part of the circles represent external
engagement processes. In the following subsections, an analytical
argumentation is given for the significance of each of these key
challenges: recognizing, organizing, prioritizing, and legitimizing.

4.1 Recognizing actor-worlds and
landscapes

During the masterclass workshop, the participants from the
Gudenaa river project struggled, when they were given the
assignment of visualizing relevant stakeholders. They had brought
their collected material about stakeholders in the form of a large
spreadsheet listing the different stakeholders and their main interests
in the Gudenaa river project. The participants felt that the represented
stakeholders within the list was sufficient and tried to discuss the
visualization of stakeholders with starting point in the spreadsheet.
The dead lock indicates that the water professionals were accustomed
to identifying stakeholders through a traditional stakeholder
approach, as outlined by Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997),
representing stakeholders through text in a spreadsheet. Such an
approach was not in alignment with the researchers’ intention of
gaining a deeper and more relational understanding of actor-worlds.

The researchers also struggled in the facilitation to convey the
intention of mapping actor-worlds, due to difficulties providing the
underlying theoretical considerations to the practitioners without
theoretically overwhelming them. The intention of asking the water
professionals to visualize the stakeholders was to enable the
professionals to capture important relational dynamics, similarly
to what the students did during ANT lessons. The researchers
thought that such visualizations would encourage them to show
an interest in mapping prevailing social orders in the actor-network,
and hence, widen their actor-perspectives both in depth
(characteristics of actor-worlds) and breadth (overlooked actors
in the social order). Nevertheless, the assignment had a more
abstract character for the water professionals—compared to the
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FIGURE 5

Actor-world mapping by the Gudenaa river working group. The left-side picture shows the working group drawing and discussing actor-worlds
related to the river system at the masterclass workshop. The right-side picture shows the Actor-Landscape in use at a later working group meeting. The
final graphical representation was developed by Miriam Jensen and Karen Rud Morthorst from Skanderborg Utility.

students—as they did neither have enough knowledge about the
theoretical intentions nor visualization skills.

As an intuitive response to the lack of initiative to visualize
stakeholders during the workshop facilitation, one of the researchers
nudged the participants to start the visualization process by simply
drawing up the river system on a flip chart and use that drawing as a
canvas for thinking about relevant actors connected to the river itself
and its surroundings. One person among the participants
volunteered to take the pen and started drawing the river on the
flip chart, as illustrated on Figure 5. This flipped the water
professionals from thinking about actors as stakeholders in their
climate adaptation project to think of actors as part of a landscape.
Even though the water professionals did not know it, the
visualization of the landscape lead them to adopt identification of
stakeholders to mechanisms of social orderings. The visualization of
the river helped the dialogue about identification and understanding
of stakeholders on the way. The drawing was continuously
developed alongside the dialogue with more details about
relevant actors and notes about their relation to the river and its
surroundings.

During the visualization process, the researchers observed how the
visualization of the physical context of the river and its surroundings
helped the water professionals to shift their stakeholder identification
mindset. The water professionals developed a visualization that
replicated a river landscape and identified stakeholders through their
positions within this landscape. In that way, the water professionals
approached an interpretation of actors and actor-worlds, as they began
to reflect and make notes about important differences between the
identified actors. They even began to identify important actor narratives
by distinguishing between conflicts and potentials experienced by
different actors. This shift in mindset underlines the importance of
‘recognizing’ as a first important key challenge which Actor-Landscapes
help to address. It is important to remember that water professionals
have established stakeholder analysis practices that need to be
challenged in order to shift to a more relational way of identifying
and understanding stakeholders. Experiences from the action research
indicates that visualization of the landscape indirectly supports a re-
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positioning of the stakeholder identification process towards social
orderings.

The visualization of the Gudenaa river landscape and its actors
became the first draft of an Actor-Landscape in the action research
process. After the masterclass workshop, the working group
developed a more graphical representation of the Actor-
Landscape with help from a graphic designer. It was produced
on a large piece of paper and brought to following meetings within
the working group, as shown in Figure 5. In a status report on the
Gudenaa climate adaptation project for the C2CCC reporting, the
Actor-Landscape is described as an ‘extended’ stakeholder mapping
resulting in a visual representation of the ‘systems’ that the
development of the project has to navigate in relation to (Jensen,
2020). It is further mentioned that the Actor-Landscape has helped
to identify positive and negative values and is seen as a tool to open
up for new solution and dialogue spaces in the development process
(ibid). These mentions of the Actor-Landscape indicates that such
visualizations—inspired by actor-worlds—can provide value and
expand the traditional stakeholder analysis that water professionals
usually conduct.

4.2 Organizing and presenting actor-worlds
visually within a landscape

The positive experiences spurred both researchers and water

professionals to engage in the further development and
experimentation with Actor-Landscapes as a visual canvas for
identifying and representing stakeholders in climate adaptation
projects. Through initial dialogues with the water professionals
participating in the experimental processes, the researchers
learned that a lot of dispersed knowledge and insight about the
local area and its actors was collected by the professionals as a result
of initial activities in the projects and their former work. The water
professionals seldom had an overview of their insight, and they
struggled during initial meetings to leverage this material for

identification and representation of stakeholders. As a result, the
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