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There is on-going critique that research often lacks transdisci-
plinary approaches, which means that local communities tend 
to be perceived as research subjects rather than research part-
ners. With the coronavirus the metaphorical remoteness of re-
searchers to their “research subjects” also becomes a physical 
one. While researchers usually travel to research sites, the pan-
demic forces many to switch to digital and remote strategies. 
Here, co-research cannot only offer a participatory approach 
that aims at democratising the way how knowledge is created 
but also a solution to work remotely while incorporating the 
lived-out realities on the ground. This factsheet summarizes 
the experiences of doing co-research remotely. It concludes 
that co-research is a strong tool to do valuable research in 
times of a pandemic, while more efforts need to be taken to 
identify, create and use appropriate, digital platforms of com-
munication that facilitates a more inclusive participation of lo-
cal communities in research processes.

Introduction

Name of the methodological approach
The methodological approach described here is 
called the co-research approach. Following Paganini 
& Stöber (2021), co-research stands for community 
research and can be regarded as an even more con-
sistent and inclusive version of participatory action 
research (PAR). 

Literature review
There is scepticism about including local popula-
tions in qualitative research. One of the principles in 
social sciences is a “neutral” researcher, who looks 
at a local community from an outside position. 
The statements and findings from the researcher 
should be clearly assignable to him or her and not 
be an outcome of the close involvement of locals. 
The notion behind the notion was to avoid that re-
search results be biased. In the 1980s this principle 
was challenged by a new paradigm, where research 
should rather include the perception of local com-

Abstract

SLE method briefs are created from the practical experiences 
of our alumni in their interdisciplinary research projects. Les-
sons learned and good practices are compiled. In each brief, 
we present the method that is explained clearly, step by step, 
and with the help of practical examples. With its method 
briefs, the SLE aims to support researchers and practitioners 
who are active in solution-oriented and transformative inter-
national development work by providing insights into hands-
on methods in a structured manner, so that the wheel does 
not always have to be reinvented.

The Centre for Rural Development (SLE) is affiliated with the 
Albrecht Daniel Thaer-Institute for Agricultural and Horticul-
tural Sciences in the Faculty of Life Sciences at the Hum-
boldt-Universität zu Berlin. Its work concentrates on four 
branches: international cooperation for sustainable develop-
ment as a post-master degree course, training courses for 
international leaders and experts in the field of international 
cooperation, research on sustainability issues, and advisory 
services for universities and organisations.

The views and opinions expressed in this brief are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official position 
of the SLE.

ISSN: 1433-4585



2

munities. New participatory research approaches 
found more and more acceptance in the qualitative 
social research community. Nevertheless, research 
tackling agricultural or societal challenges still tends 
to perceive local communities as mere information 
sources or end users of new scientific knowledge or 
technologies. This perception can lead to short-lived 
impacts, rarely adopted technologies and limited 
dissemination of new knowledge at the local level 
(Paganini & Stöber, 2021). Critics speak out against 
this dominant institutionalised knowledge system 
for perpetuating inequality and holding power over 
systemically marginalised groups. Participatory 
action research (PAR) is a common approach to 
countervail these critiques -- by actively integrating 
these individuals, actor groups, or communities 
in research. Following Reason & Bradbury (2001), 
PAR aims at developing practical solutions that are 
useful for people in coping with everyday problems 
by making use of their situational and local knowl-
edge and experiences. It builds upon the belief that 
those who face problems have much of the infor-
mation and analytical capacity needed to solve them 
(Greenwood & Levin, 2006). Co-research makes use 
of these principles and extends PAR. An emphasis 
on democratic decision-making and the promotion 
of participatory processes within research lead to a 
co-creation of knowledge that is said to increase the 
control of local actors over their own situation. In 
this regard, co-research is understood to be a more 
radical, in the sense of consequence and inclusiv-
ity, form of PAR (Paganini & Stöber, 2021). Locals 
are not simply integrated into research. They rather 
become the main actors as they set the agenda and 
co-design the research. They co-decide on hypoth-
eses, methodology, and sampling. They are active-
ly involved in the analysis, interpretation, scaling, 
sharing, and application of the results and recom-
mendations. This provides agency within research, 
ownership over the results, and empowerment as 
solutions are actively generated by the ones directly 
affected. 
 
Reference 
The experiences portrayed in this factsheet draw 
from the SLE study project “COVID-19 lockdown 
and local food systems: Food security and agency 

in South Africa’s marginalised communities - A per-
spective from the Cape Flats and St. Helena Bay” in 
2020. The study portrayed the status of household 
food security in five research sites during the lock-
down in South Africa by applying the Food Insecurity 
Experience Scale. Further, it analysed food systems 
with a food justice lens, mapped the local food envi-
ronment and highlighted community challenges as 
well as local coping strategies.

Choosing the right methodological approach 
With the spread of COVID-19, the overseas study 
projects (OP) initiated by the SLE were not feasible in 
their usual form in 2020. Travel restrictions demand-
ed research be switched over to a digital and remote 
design. Following the principle of doing no harm, 
ways needed to be found to produce local knowledge 
without being present in the study region. But how 
can remoteness be tackled without ending up do-
ing armchair anthropology? Or put differently, how 
can local voices be integrated in research in times 
of a pandemic? The aim was certainly not to set up 
a project in a country marked by its post-apartheid 
characteristics, in which knowledge creation is ex-
clusive and processes of marginalisation become re-
produced. The aim was rather to bring communities 
who are rarely heard to participate in research. The 
study team envisioned a reciprocal commitment for 
a joint purpose, even without being able to interact 
in face-to-face scenarios, and on providing owner-
ship to the ones most affected by the consequences 
of the pandemic. 

Co-research revealed this exact possibility of working 
collectively, of exchanging situational experiences 
and of sharing responsibilities. Not due to the fact of 
being forced to work remotely and being reliant on 
help on the ground, but by the fact that transdiscipli-
nary and cross-cultural research is valuable research 
to address wicked problems such as food insecurity, 
the co-research approach was utilized to research 
“with” instead of researching “on” the voices that 
need to be given a platform.
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Co-Research in theory

Aim of the method 
As the statement above reveals, the aim of co-re-
search is the democratisation of the knowledge pro-
cess. Through an active integration of marginalized 
voices, research becomes a process of co-designing 
and co-creating. Thereby, localized solutions are 
generated that speak directly to the ones involved 
and therefore potentially serve a long-term impact.

Description of the method
A starting point in co-research is marked by research-
ers partnering with local communities in a joint 
project. Thereby, community members themselves 
become researchers by getting involved and plan-
ning all phases of the research. At first, this trans-
lates into a joint conceptualisation of the research, 
i.e., research questions and research framework are 
discussed and jointly agreed upon. They are not 
carved in stone but rather subject to steady reflec-
tion and adjustable to the needs of the involved par-
ties throughout the course of the project. After the 
research design is clear, data collection can start. 

Through a mixed-method approach, a diversified 
data set can be gathered collectively, which is then 
subject of a joint analysis process and lastly triangu-
lated with the help of a wider community.
 
Again, it is crucial to reflect not only on the method-
ology and the results, but on the process as such. 
This necessitates taking a step back as a scientist 
and to give room to co-researchers to spark ideas 
on which data is important, which contextualis-
ation the data needs, how it can be gathered and ex-
plained, and how it should be interpreted. Thereby, 
co-research tends to generate results that are highly 
localized and situational – an outcome that is also 
subject of criticism as it questions the scalability of 
the approach. Self-determined involvement of co-re-
searchers can be seen as the heart of the approach. 
This has to happen organically and pro-actively and 
cannot be influenced by the researcher. The freedom 
to choose and correspondingly allocate commit-
ment marks a process of co-researchers taking over 

ownership and of acquiring agency within the pro-
ject. With this involvement, conclusions are highly 
practicable, results can then be spread through a) 
up-scaling processes to reach influential actors like 
politicians, academia and civil society organisations; 
b) out-scaling processes to integrate a wider com-
munity which might nourish long-term societal tran-
sitions; and c) processes of scaling-deep to create 
local awareness for pressing challenges and to fos-
ter behavioural change.

Co-research in practice

Composition of the team 
The SLE study project was mandated by the Urban 
Research Farmer Club, a group of urban farmers in 
Cape Town and Weskus Mantjie a female fishing co-
operative based in the fisher settlement St. Helena 
Bay, located a hundred kilometres north of Cape 
Town. They not only mandated the research but also 
actively shaped the project by playing an active part 
in all its phases. Through previous projects imple-
mented by the SLE (Paganini et al., 2020) they have 
already been familiar with the co-research approach, 
which was very beneficial for the actual project. They 
are practitioners who are involved in food systems 
through urban farming, small-scale fishing, and 
community educational work. They are locals, who 

Figure 1: Team canvas South Africa (Source: own elaboration)
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speak IsiXhosa, Afrikaans and English -- and at the 
same time activists, who know how to moderate 
workshops, facilitate processes, conduct surveys, 
and mobilise communities. Closely intertwined with 
the co-researchers (as friends, community or even 
family members) are the enumerators. They have 
been particularly active in the sphere of data collec-
tion. Moreover, the OP benefited from having aca-
demic advisors who provided insightful comments 
by being experienced locally, as well as highly knowl-
edgeable in academic discourse on food systems.  
Further, partners like the Heinrich Böll Foundation, 
Brot für die Welt, INKOTA-Netzwerke.V., and Soli-
daridad helped in scaling results and advocated for 
changing the dominant narrative on food into one 
that fits to and can be used by local communities. All 
actors involved directly and indirectly in the OP are 
presented in Figure 1. 

In responding to the research mandate, the SLE 
study team elaborated a research concept aligned to 
SLE’s action- and decision-oriented research work-
ing process. To present first ideas and to get to know 
each other, a kick-off workshop was held. In the eval-
uation of the workshop, participants regretted that 
the workshop was too input-heavy and too academic 
on the part of the the SLE. The SLE team reflected on 
this and concluded that the ADR terminology might 
not be fully appropriate for this co-research project. 
Thinking in outputs, objectives and impact was not 
bound to the interest of the actors involved. Moreo-
ver, it even deterred actors to talk freely on their ob-
jectives, expectations and needs. It became obvious 
that co-research in this project is not about proofing 
one’s ability to understand the practices of develop-
ment cooperation or to do academic work accurate-
ly, but rather extending one’s role as a researcher to 
a service provider. In co-research, scientists adapt 
their scientific demands to the needs of the com-
munity, the partners, or even subordinates them if 
necessary. In co-research, science ends exactly at the 
point where non-academic partners are left behind. 

Overall, this co-research project required  the SLE 
study team to act as facilitator, trainer, catalyst, or 
communicator, as well as to anticipate which role is 
needed at whichever time in order to serve the part-
ner co-research consortium in achieving their agen-
da and goals.  

To countervail the discontent created by the first 
workshop, a second workshop, named the consorti-
um meeting, was held. Much more room was given 
to partners and co-researchers to voice their needs 
and expectations (see Figure 2). By getting more 
involved in co-research and facing the reality of re-
mote research, the SLE study team felt like taking 
an outsider position within a team of community 
representatives, civil society actors and academics 
that already knew each other. They all transported 
pre-established social relations that were not neces-
sarily visible, not to mention understandable, for a 
new researcher entering this project sphere. These 
social relations were not only situated in a project 
context but also in a historical context of apartheid. 
Here, the heterogeneity of the involved parties was 
challenging. This not only applied to race, but also to 
education and gender. Research became a subject of 
compromise and hybridisation. A language as well 
as a platform had to be found that served all part-
ners -- not only the privileged parties of the project. 

Throughout the project phase, team calls were held 
to identify the tasks at hand, e.g., measuring food 
insecurity and deciding how to achieve targets. The 
SLE study team provided periodic updates on the 
status of the different project tasks via a monthly 
newsletter. A research concept and methodology 
that answers the demands of the co-researchers in 
the study was developed in easy-to-understand lan-
guage. Also, a handbook about conducting house-
hold surveys was created for the enumerators in an 
easy-to-understand design. Ongoing communica-
tion was maintained not only by e-mail, but also by 
several WhatsApp groups that always provided re-
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searchers with ‘food for thought’, which proved its 
usefulness as the channels diminished technologi-
cal barriers to enter dialogue on both sides. 

Special features of data and data collection
The research project inhibited data acquisition pro-
cesses and a rather implementation-driven process. 
It has been of utmost importance that co-research-
ers be experienced with the approach beforehand 
and that trust relationships had been built within 
previous projects. Thereby, the SLE study team could 
build upon previous best practices and entered a 
space in which commitment was high on both ends 
-- in Germany as well as in South Africa.

The data acquisition started with a household sur-
vey capturing the food security status of more than 
1,800 households in research sites. The survey was 
developed by the SLE study team and revised by 
co-researchers with the help of academic advisors. 
Next, enumerators were chosen together with co-re-
searchers, and the SLE study team organised an in-

tensive data collection training workshop. It served 
in making the enumerators familiar with the digital 
approach, to explain what is essential for survey re-
spondents to understand, and to address content 
related questions. During enumerator training a 
buddy principle was established. Each SLE postgrad-
uate was appointed responsible for one research site 
along with one to two co-researchers and one to two 
enumerators. In close collaboration, individual strat-
egies to reach the number of respondents in indi-
vidual research sites were elaborated, implemented, 
and progress was steadily documented. Due to the 
pandemic, face-to-face interview scenarios were only 
conducted if no alternative was possible. Most data 
were gathered digitally, either through telephone in-
terviews, lead and documented by the enumerators, 
or by sending the respondents a link via WhatsApp 
and Facebook groups to do the survey individually.

Also, a mapping task force was established in order 
to map the food environments of the research sites. 
As data on informal food related businesses is rare 

Figure 2: Needs and expectations of the actors involved in the OP South Africa (Source: own elaboration)
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and ever changing on the ground, a team of enumer-
ators and co-researchers was working together with 
one team member of the SLE study team to gener-
ate data locally via GPS and to jointly create food 
environment maps via Google my Maps. This was 
the groundwork for establishing more nuanced food 
environment maps with spatial analysis software. 
Moreover, the photo-voice method was applied 
to investigate community challenges and coping 
mechanisms in light of the pandemic. Theoretical 
underpinnings were elaborated by one SLE study 
team member, whereby co-researchers undertook a 
randomized sampling technique to identify individ-
uals to participate in the course of taking photos. 
Data acquisition was complemented by interviews 
with key informants that were purposively sampled 
by the SLE study Team. Key informant interviews 
were led digitally from Berlin and served in gener-
ating more in-depth information on South Africa’s 
food systems.
 
Co-researchers steadily voiced the importance of re-
search not losing sight of its relation to the commu-
nities by doing data mining. Thereby, co-research-

ers and enumerators were excellent entry points to 
the communities and to other stakeholders such as 
ward councillors. They knew the research sites by 
heart, were well connected in their neighbourhoods, 
and were active in community projects related to 
food. They were aware of local media channels to 
use, such as WhatsApp and Facebook groups, to 
reach out to a high number of respondents in the 
context of very tight time frames accruing from pro-
ject onset. Moreover, they were fluent in the local 
language and therefore able to advise on the transla-
tion of the household survey and to oversee the im-
plementation of the household surveys. As the state-
ment shows, co-researchers were best suited to talk 
about sensible topics such as food insecurity, and 
they even encouraged respondents to participate 
when they initially withdrew from responding to an 
academic survey. Together with one of the academ-
ic advisors, they also organised and implemented 
focus group discussions to triangulate the findings 
with local communities. The SLE study team also of-
fered interested household survey respondents the 
study results adapted to their specific site location in 
a two-page, easy to read document to provide feed-

Figure 3: Advantages & challenges along the steps of a co-research project (Source: own elaboration)
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back information to local communities.

Advantages and challenges of the approach
The advantages and challenges of the co-research 
approach utilised for the OP in South Africa in 2020 
can be retraced along different research phases in 
Figure 3.
 
Lessons learned
Co-research is a powerful tool in democratising re-
search processes and in co-creating local solutions. 
However, it necessitates a solid groundwork and 
cannot simply be stomped out of the ground. To 
build a common understanding of the challenges 
and relationships of trust between researchers and 
co-researchers is a process that has to unfold and 
normally takes years. This led to an understanding 
that the SLE study team is partaking in a well-ad-
vanced process that was started beforehand and 
will continue after the OP. In sum, the whole pro-
cess can be considered as co-research, whereas the 
OP alone does not claim to have fully concluded all 
steps of co-research. Co-research was not kickstart-
ed by the SLE study team, and hence also entailed 
learning by making mistakes. Self-reflection and the 
articulation of doubt together with the co-research-
ers proved to be viable when noticing mistakes, as 
it created an underlying consent that an upright in-
terest in the project exists on both ends. It further 
spurred a common understanding that even though 
SLE team members were not the ones fighting bat-
tles on the ground in South Africa, they are perfectly 
able to genuinely work together with local people di-
rectly affected.

Co-research can be done remotely and hence also 
functions as a strategy to comply with travel restric-
tions. Nevertheless, without being able to make 
first-hand experiences on the ground, some aspects 
of research are, without doubt, more challenging. 
First, the SLE study team felt uncomfortable and un-
sure in writing about the local context of research 
sites. Second, the SLE study team could not partake 
in community workshops where the findings of the 
study were triangulated. Due to time constraints 
and impromptu documentation, outcomes of these 
workshops were also only loosely discussed in Ber-
lin. Considering the importance of the triangula-
tion phase, remoteness especially in this specific 
research phase can be demotivating. A way forward 
would be to limit the corpus of research while set-
ting a focus on the interpretation of results. That 
would mean allocating more time and resources in 
the triangulation of the results. It could, for example, 
be beneficial to fully record workshop sessions. Also, 

external community writers could be considered for 
hire to write on-site regarding research regions to 
countervail the challenge of confronting armchair 
anthropology.

Aforementioned considerations were aggravated fur-
ther by the fact that the whole project had to be im-
plemented digitally and remote. Given the fact that 
“[…] communication between people is the most 
necessary and, at the same time, the most difficult 
aspect to manage in the facilitated space of co-re-
search” (Paganini & Stöber, 2021, p.12), project work 
additionally had to stand up to technical disturbanc-
es that complicated communication. Drop-outs in 
digital calls due to load shedding and a loss of inter-
personal exchange have to be explicitly named here. 
At the end, digital work also amplified the debate as 
to who can actually participate in digital undertak-
ings and therefore in itself raised the intrinsic ques-
tion of co-research by asking, “who is being heard 
and who is not?” Future projects need to further 
elaborate on the possibilities of having digital safe 
spaces that are not only comfortable and accessible 
for academics and practitioners of development co-
operation but also create inclusive and accessible 
environments for marginalized communities to dis-
cuss and interact in an unbiased way.

The SLE study team has been more than happy to be 
part of the co-research OP in South Africa. The role 
as a facilitator was novel to most of the team. How-
ever, through ever increasing internalization, the fa-
cilitation aspect developed into a strong motivation 
to keep up the work. This resulted in an overall pos-
itive feedback on the study from academia and part-
ners.  In retrospective, it can be said that a) research 
successfully happened in a trans-disciplinary man-
ner and b) considerable findings could be generat-
ed even in times of the pandemic. Finally, it can be 
noted that the impact of the study is characterized 
by a partner consortium that actively uses the SLE 
study, works on additional outputs, and proposes 
follow-up projects.
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