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Abstract: How does including youth in research within a citizen social science framework
challenge and transform our participatory action research practices and approaches? Through
a storying journey we unravel how the training and subsequent conducting of a co-creative
research process with young citizen social scientists are evolving from a cacophony of tra-
ditions, approaches and disciplines, among them youth participatory action research, action
research in organizations, citizen science and social anthropology. The article is based on
empirical research with a group of young people in Oslo, Norway, involved in a large
collaborative citizen social science project on social inclusion of youth in Europe. We have
witnessed closely how an epistemic ethics of care is integral to securing the epistemic justice
of youth and argue that citizen social science can promote both epistemic justice and epistemic
abundance by including youth in all parts of a rigorous research process that produces new
scientific knowledge. Yet, we found that performing an ethics of care is (close to) impossible
within the current conditions and structures of social sciences, as our ideals and views on what
science is, delimit the practices of relational care necessary for inclusive processes. The
implications of our findings call for an ethics of care framework for both citizen social science
and action research practices.
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La persecución de globos como práctica científica: Sobre la co-creación transformadora
y la ética relacional del cuidado en el emergente campo de las ciencias sociales ciuda-
danas desarrolladas por personas jóvenes

Resumen: ¿Cómo desafía y transforma nuestras prácticas y enfoques de investigación de
acción participativa la inclusión de jóvenes en la investigación dentro de un marco de ciencia
social ciudadana? A través de un viaje narrativo desentrañamos cómo la formación y posterior
realización de un proceso de investigación co-creativa basada en la ciencia social ciudadana
con jóvenes están evolucionando en el marco de una cacofonía de tradiciones, enfoques y
disciplinas. Entre ellas destacan la investigación-acción participativa juvenil, la investigación-
acción en organizaciones, la ciencia ciudadana y la antropología social. El artículo se basa en
una investigación empírica con un grupo de jóvenes de Oslo, Noruega, involucrados en un
gran proyecto colaborativo de ciencias sociales ciudadanas sobre la inclusión social de los
jóvenes en Europa. Hemos sido testigos de cómo una ética epistémica del cuidado es un
elemento integral de la justicia epistémica de la juventud y argumentamos que las ciencias
sociales ciudadanas pueden promover tanto la justicia epistémica como la abundancia epis-
témica al incluir a la juventud en todas las fases de un proceso de investigación riguroso que
produce nuevo conocimiento científico. Sin embargo, descubrimos que llevar a cabo una ética
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del cuidado es (casi) imposible dentro de las condiciones y estructuras actuales de las ciencias
sociales, ya que nuestros ideales y puntos de vista sobre lo que es la ciencia delimitan las
prácticas de cuidado relacional necesarias para procesos inclusivos. Las implicaciones de
nuestros hallazgos exigen un marco de ética del cuidado tanto para las ciencias sociales
ciudadanas como para las prácticas de investigación-acción.

Palabras clave: Juventud, ética del cuidado, ciencias sociales ciudadanas, investigación-
acción, co-creación

Prologue

Frederick (research assistant): How does it feel today?

Maryam (Youth Citizen Social Scientist, YCSS): It was a lot of fun, actually. I’m a little impressed too. That we
have come this far. At the start I was like, shit, I am not able to come up with any ideas. And look where we are
now. So, I like it, it’s fun. I am very lucky to have been a part of it.

Frederick: And we are lucky to have you with us.

1. Walking an article: An invitation to a storying journey

How should we write this article, I, Aina, ask my colleague Sara. She looks at me with
indetermination written in her face and hesitates before answering. “Maybe use the IMRaD
model?” The what model?, I reply. “The IMRaD model, the way they taught us in the
interdisciplinary writing course at the university. Introduction, Method…, what was the R?”,
Sara ponders. We look at each other, skeptically. No, that’s not something we were taught as
students in social anthropology. The discipline that hails the empirical narratives before all
else and that treats theory as the necessary, but invisible soft nails weaving meaning from the
stories people “tell” us by living their daily lives. Let’s do it our way, meaning we will
experiment with form and process simultaneously1, by developing our thoughts alongside our
writing, thus exposing our “bumpy road” experiences of facilitating for a co-creative citizen
social science process with youth belonging to an inner city district in Oslo; Norway, in
rhythmic interference with (urban) nature and our material surroundings. We will practice
narrative inquiry as an ethical commitment towards making meanings move2, with the intent
of finding the story in the experience3 and making mindfully sense of the processes together4.
We therefore invite you, the reader, as a co-participant of this research story, in “thinking with,
not about”5 what science and scientists are “becoming with”6 when engaging with non-
academic interlocutors as partners – and sometimes leaders (we will get back to this provoking

1 Tolstad et al. 2017, Hagen & Osuldsen 2021.
2 Bochner & Herrmann 2020.
3 Stone 1997.
4 Weick et al. 1999, Bradbury et al. 2019.
5 Bochner & Herrmann 2020:298.
6 Haraway 2008.
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notion) of a research process inspired by participatory action research yet conducted within a
citizen social science framework.7

Something was troubling us, when faced with the task of writing it all up. But what? To
find out, the next day, I, Aina, put on walking shoes, pack my favorite swim suit and water
bottle in a small bag, I walk towards the beach, the Oslo fjord, the water, I walk and swim in
cold, salt water, I let the sun dry me up, before I walk further, walk through the woods, the
forest, the beaches and the people sunbathing, roaming, walking their dogs. I walk this article.
I think and walk and think and stop at old, wooden benches to write down key words or even
some sentences, my thoughts, ideas, I walk further, up a hill, behind a newly painted house,
down a hill, across a sandy beach. The article walks with me, brain wise. Or I walk with it, as it
surfaces, slowly first, then in jumps and intensely when I reach the end of the convoluted path,
in line with my thoughts on how our planet is literally and metaphorically burning while we,
its inhabitants, seemingly go on as if everything was normal. How can science practices and
science learning not be transformative in such conflicting times?8 The intellectual dissonance
resonates with the hybrid sensation of thinking-walking ideas in a hilly terrain in the face of a
journal deadline. To make it easier for you to follow our wayfaring, we provide you with a
visual of our storying process (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: The storyline of this article, with narrativemilestones as guidance for the journey.

Hold on to the feeling of dissonance. Let’s revisit the dialogue quoted in the prologue, where
research assistant Frederick engages Maryam, one of the young citizen social scientists, in this
dedicated space for critical and emotional reflexivity we called “debriefs”.9 It took place in a
meeting room at the local museum where we had just held the final Living Lab of our citizen
social science project YouCount: Empowering youth and cocreating social innovations and
policy-making through youth citizen social science, engaging local, regional, and national
stakeholders in creative interaction with the findings from almost two years of co-research in a
district municipality in Oslo. The goal of the event, that we called a “national workshop” in
our design of the YouCount project, was to come up with ideas for social innovations that
could lead to social inclusion of youth in Norway, through introducing quality youth jobs in

7 Canto-Farachala & Norvoll 2023.
8 López-López et al. 2021.
9 Bradbury et al. 2019, Cunliffe et al. 2020, Aabye et al. 2020.
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local neighborhoods. Now we had gathered, this diverse group of youth, social scientists, and
students, in a debrief, to make collectively sense of it all. This event was the last engagement
planned in a series of training sessions, data collection initiatives, dialogue forums and living
labs with young and adult stakeholders, analysis, dissemination, and ideation workshops
involving a group of 12 young citizens that were hired to be part of our research team in the
YouCount project (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: A timeline of the YouCount project from design and planning to finalizing the
project (2017–2024), as perceived by the Norwegian team.

The youth all had minority backgrounds, reflecting the demographics in the district, and were
between 14 and 21 years when we recruited them in the winter of 2022. Maryam was
pinpointing what emerged as a shared experience, that we all had come a long way from the
outset – and that we felt lucky (and quite exhausted) to have been of part of this process. We
finally felt like a team. It took 18 months. This is where the dissonance surfaces.

Frederick (research assistant): I’m absolutely impressed with all of us, and I’m a little heartbroken that I’m going
to quit and start a new job, but…

Aina (researcher): You will become a stakeholder!

Frederick: I will become a stakeholder. (laughter) Yes, I think so. It must be yes.

The process of writing up our reflections and realizations in hindsight became a surprisingly
lonely and painful affair, going from our participatory ideal of “all in” to an “all alone” mode
of thinking-working. These debrief snippets of which you will encounter again, became
companions in our attempts to move the chaotic experiences of co-researching into meaning,
through an explorative, narrative inquiry of this recently completed citizen social science
endeavor. Our colleagues were already on new projects or engaged in new jobs, our young co-
researchers were radio-silent on the messenger channel, we guessed enmeshed in social and
educational commitments elsewhere. We took hold of the imprints of their former presence,
namely transcripts from these debriefs done after co-created sessions with local stakeholders,
and in desperation engaged in embodied, rather than collective, sensemaking through walking
the familiar, physical surroundings of our nature-city. After all, encountering stories experi-
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entially, privileging the standpoint of the storyteller(s), is an ethical and relational question, a
means of being with others, of thinking with their stories in order to witness, understand, and
care for them.10

This is why walking the article needs to be included in this research storying of which
you, the reader, are a co-participant. Making sense of a process of transformation one is also
initiator of, is a messy, non-linear process, entangled in the invisible labor, relational and
emotional work of inclusion.11 Our experience of dissonance led to a growing realization,
which is also this articles’ main message: We need a relational ethics of care integrated in the
design of our science processes. Another realization quickly follows the first: Performing an
ethics of care is (close to) impossible within the current conditions and structures of social
sciences, particularly if you simultaneously engage in undoing epistemic injustice12.

2. Epistemic injustice, epistemic deficiency, and ethics of care

Half of the world’s population is now 30 years or younger. The proportion of young people is
expected to reach 57 per cent by the end of 2030 and this is the largest generation of young
people in history.13 Still, young people are, we claim, as a collective exposed to epistemic
injustice, “a wrong done to someone specifically in their capacity as a knower”14. Amina, one
of the young citizen social scientists in our team, a young girl in her early twenties, held a talk
at an international conference during the YouCount project’s first year:

“I feel like I am in this huge group of people that are being studied constantly, always talked about and the media
pulling out all these statistics. But nobody has really asked me what I think of it. I mean I amMuslim, I live in Tøyen, I
used to live in Grønland, I’m black, and my parents are immigrants, but anybody who reads media and anybody who
reads any source of science paper might think that they have an idea of who I am. (…) that’s why we need projects like
YouCount so we can get information directly from the source.”

Looking back at her message from that day we see that she was addressing the ongoing
epistemic injustice done by social scientists towards young people living in these areas of
Oslo, and by also addressing faith, skin color, territorial and citizen status she adds layers to
the age discrimination dominant in Western society. In the municipal sub districts Tøyen and
Grønland, most of the youth have multicultural, minority background, with parents from the
Global South – the young citizen social scientists were mainly children of immigrants from
Northern African countries. These youth face epistemic injustice not just because they are
subject to unfair judgement due to prejudice, social injustice, and discrimination, but also
because they are not included as stakeholders of the knowledge produced on their own group
or invited as epistemic partners in providing that knowledge.15 The adult population’s ten-
dency to take children and youth perspectives and experiences for granted, is giving them a
secondary status in science16, amplified by their upbringing in the divided city of Oslo.17

10 Bochner & Herrmann 2020:295–296.
11 Ahmed 2012.
12 Byskov 2020.
13 UN Climate Change News, 12 August 2023.
14 Fricker 2007:1 in Gélineau et al. 2024.
15 Byskov 2020.
16 Alderson & Morrow 2011, Gravesen et al. 2019.
17 Brattbakk 2023.
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Including youth in the knowledge generating processes would therefore be a necessary, first
step for undoing this wrong. But what are the tools available to us?

Alternative science traditions like action research and citizen science are motivated
largely by an epistemic deficiency, as there is a lack of certain kinds of data and knowledge
that these approaches strive to obtain through close engagement with stakeholders and citizens
respectively. These approaches thus highlight a need for institutional change within science,
and call for an extended epistemology of knowing as part of a participatory paradigm.18

Participatory Action Research and Citizen Social Science are both offsets from these
alternative traditions of opening science to society (and society to science). These approaches
are rather motivated by correcting epistemic injustice and thus highlight a need for social
change. Including youth in such endeavors is a challenge that some in the Participatory Action
Research community have already taken on, under the heading Youth Participatory Action
Research (YPAR)19, where youth “contribute to the problem definition and carry out data
collection tasks”, yet rarely being involved in the analysis of the results20.

If one views Action Research as an orientation towards inquiry for gaining knowledge on
an identified need for action, with the aim of institutional change21, PAR projects center on a
community focus with research questions emerging from a collective endeavor to find the
needs for action, aiming for social change22. In YPAR, when working with youth, the em-
phasis on building youth science literacy is even stronger, through continuous training and
non-scientific relationship building, often using arts-based methods as a way of engaging and
connecting with the youth’s emotions and subjectivities.23

Being action researchers centers our scientific endeavors on doing ’with’ rather than
doing ‘for’ when conducting research24, and this resonates with the newly emerging approach
of citizen social science.25 Questions that action researchers pose to themselves on a regular
basis, is also now reflected upon by more conventional social scientists, as they invite citizens
into their research process as full-fledged participants: Who gets to produce knowledge? Who
gets to question standard scientific approaches? Who gets to invent new methodologies? Who
gets to design research processes? Or, in the spirit of this article’s exploratory format, a
question that will make sense as you, the reader, make meaning as you move on reading; Can
chasing balloons all over the city be called research?

In earlier YPAR projects we have witnessed closely how an epistemic ethics of care is
integral to securing epistemic justice. In contrast to the action research we are familiar with,
both YPAR and citizen social science aim to include the participating youth in becoming like
researchers, through training, for them to acquire science literacy as part of the co-research
process.26 With co-creative youth citizen social science (YCSS) we also promote epistemic
abundance by including youth in all parts of a rigorous research process that produces new
scientific knowledge. The need for providing training, support for data collection, analysis,
dissemination, and social impact – in caring ways, is even more acute. This approach is most

18 Heron and Reason 1997 in Cunliffe et al. 2020.
19 Cahill 2007, Cammarota & Fine 2008, Kennan & Dolan 2017, Pech et al. 2019, Goessling et al. 2019.
20 Chiaravalloti et al (2022, p.2).
21 Reason and Bradbury 2006.
22 Schwantz 2008.
23 Jacquez et al. 2013, Leavy 2015, Johnson 2017, Capous-Desyllas & Morgaine 2018, Lewin & Shaw 2022.
24 Greenwood & Levin 2007:1.
25 Albert et al. 2021.
26 Solé et al. 2023.
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certainly complexifying things instead of reducing reality’s complexity.27 Still, there is a lack
of examples and experience sharing on how to do this science involvement of youth in
practice.28 So, let’s share.

3. Complexifying research processes: Creating the house of training

“What if we use a house as a metaphor to visualize the training process?”. I, Sara, find myself
standing before a poster covered in colorful post-its, surrounded by my colleagues in a
meeting room by the fjord, south of Oslo. Our task is to create a framework for training youth
to become citizen social scientists, a framework for all ten case studies in nine European
countries partnering in this Horizon 2020 funded research project. We have close to two full
days to achieve what seems rather impossible. We decided to go to a remote location, away
from the buzz of the capital and the rigor of the scientific institutions we are trying to
dismantle through this YCSS co-creation process. In the same way we try to escape the above-
mentioned “IMRaD” format, we aim to transcend established scientific practices. The
“IMRaD” format refers to a paper structured by four main sections; Introduction, Methods,
Results, and Discussion, and is a structure originating from planned, systematic research in
laboratories. The rigor in such traditional scientific formats, methods, and approaches pos-
tulate that the researcher should strive to be “dis-attached” from the messiness of the everyday
life of the people they are studying and “clean up” the complexities their observations are
exposing. We need the exact opposite. We urgently need to complexify.

It feels desperate, reckless, for us to create this thing, these training strategies, from
scratch. We have promised EU/the partners/our coordinator Reidun a “framework” but don’t
really know what that means. Who are we to do this? Imposter syndrome is looming. Like
most action researchers, we have never learned how to do action research as part of our higher
education, we instead mimic senior colleagues doing it.29 We have no script for or literature
“on how to educate action researchers (…) there is no systematic presentation on how to
impart those skills in academic settings”.30 We do the only thing possible; we start off by
writing down all our ideas and thoughts on what a framework for training should entail,
drawing up on our diverse experiences.31 In previous projects, our research primarily focused
on youth participation in urban planning. We have also conducted several socio-cultural site
analysis, inspired by human geography,32 where we have combined anthropological methods
with methods for increased participation of public and private sector employees and collective
creativity among adult professionals.33We have trained youths in fieldwork methodology, and
they have done mini fieldwork exercises such as participant observation and interviews in
their own neighbourhoods before using this data to create new ideas for developing their
immediate surroundings.34 We have designed drawing techniques that were later used in

27 Tsoukas 2016.
28 Shamrova & Cummings 2017, Trondsen & Eriksen 2019.
29 Reason & Bradbury 2006, Kemmis & Wilkinson 1998.
30 Greenwood and Levin 2007: 239.
31 Tolstad et al. 2017, Hagen & Lyng 2019, Hagen & Andersen 2021.
32 Brattbakk et al. 2015, 2017.
33 Carlsen et al. 2012a, 2012b.
34 Hagen & Andersen 2021.
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narrative embroidery and narrative photography.35 We have experienced first-hand how the
emotional and subjective needs to be at the core of the relationships we build with the involved
youth.36

By invoking the collective memories of all these past projects, we quickly discover that
we have so much more stuff in our disciplinary baggage than we first imagined, to help us in
building a citizen social science project that is not a complementary reaction to citizen science
projects within natural sciences.37 In most citizen social science projects, it is not about
hypothesis testing or hobby-based engagement around the issues of migrating birds or en-
dangered frogs, where citizens are consulting systematically.38 It is rather research on social
issues of concern to local communities, where citizens are engaging in science and society
collaborations on both knowledge generation and efforts for social change.39

Figure 3: The initial model we called the House of Training was later developed into the
House of Youth Citizen Social Science, encompassing all phases of a CSS project (Borg-
ström et al. 2024). What is not included in this model is the pre-phase of designing and
acquiring funding for a CSS project.

35 Vestby 2015, 2020.
36 Hagen & Osuldsen 2021.
37 Burawoy 2005, Housley et al. 2014, Albert et al. 2021.
38 Purdam 2014, Bonney et al. 2014.
39 Canto-Farachala & Norvoll 2023.
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The model of the house (see Figure 3) is structured across three floors, each housing three
rooms, along with an attic and an outdoor area. On the ground floor, you’ll find “Fun & safe
space”, “Expectations and demands” and “Our own experiences”. These rooms constitute the
foundational structure of the house – essential elements that we see as important to be
established before we start to train the youths in social science research methods. The em-
phasis on tensions and everyday emotions as integral parts of the action research process40, is
thus guiding the design of our framework, a scaffolding for linking experience with sense-
making and connecting reflection to action.41 Drawing on our experiences facilitating various
co-creation processes involving youth, we see this as a fundamental element for establishing a
productive and creative atmosphere where everyone feels encouraged to openly contribute
their ideas and thoughts, with the aim of achieving epistemic abundance.

Additionally, all youth we have worked with possess a lot of experiences from school and
in their life that are relevant to the research they are about to undertake. “Our own experi-
ences” is thus part of the ground floor to recognize the importance of allocating time for the
youth to share, document and prepare to build on these experiences before starting the
methods training phase. This is also done to give the youth “license to think”42, emphasizing
the epistemic contributions they make even before we start collecting data and they transition
into full-fledged citizen social scientists, to equip them with the skills to turn on “the survey
mindset”, “the listening mode” and “the observational gaze” of data collection.

We debated, when designing the House of Training, where ethics should be placed in such
a generative metaphor. It surfaced as a matter of importance. Rather than making research
ethics and communication into fdesignated “rooms”, we chose to make them the load-bearing
beams of the house, showing that they are the foundational pillars of the entire process.
Essentially, this entails incorporating practical tasks related to ethics and documentation into
every aspect of the training and subsequent data collection. It also reflects our position from
social anthropology where the question of who is in control at any moment of fieldwork
should be replaced with a question of who or what takes responsibility for setting things,
ideas, and people in motion. The ethical is present in all situations, all the time, as something
immanent in us humans.43

It is precisely the episodic nature of the phenomenon that gives us the opportunity to be
ethical in the field without following a predetermined moral code. This goes also for en-
gagement with young participants as citizen social scientists. We are engaging in situational
and relational ethics, both as collaborators and as researchers. This double bind makes an
ethics of care necessary to include as a relational practice of “doing good” towards all involved
in research, rather than a research ethics of “do no harm” that is applied only in situations of
data collection. This approach to ethics influences our storytelling process and necessitates
this alternative, rather chaotically combined project and storying timeline (see Figure 4).

40 Aaby et al. 2021, Cunliffe et al. 2020, Gearty and Marshall 2020.
41 Bradbury et al. 2019:6.
42 Westrum 1993:404.
43 Lempert in Laidlaw 2014.
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Figure 4: The storying timeline fused with the research design timeline of the YouCount
Norway project. The narrative milestones are emphasized in yellow blobs.

To better make sense of our experience-based realization, we need to dive into one of the main
learnings from the YouCount project, on how the form and output of research results should
be as engaging and creative as the content and process – and what toll that takes for the
researcher.

4. Desperation, part I: The messiness of it all, or on chasing balloons

Two weeks before the debrief after the national workshop I, Aina, jump on my bike, a sunny
Monday in the city center of Oslo, people walking, cars and buses turning corners, I juggle
through the streets with electric speed. The feeling I have in my gut is far from fantastic.
Running up the moving stairs of a local hardware store, again. This time chasing for strips of
led lights to decorate the ceiling of the first “prison cell” at the Intercultural Museum (IKM),
on popular demand by the co-researching youth. Their ideas turned into sweat and purchases,
we are creating this vision together – I think. We started with a set of shoe boxes, to translate
our findings into visual and tangible elements that would preferably excite both ourselves and
the potential audience, the visitors of our social science exhibition at this former police station
turned museum.

The familiar sensation of desperation is creeping into my physical self. We are building an
exhibition in this local museum as a “dialogue forum”, another deliverable in the YouCount
project. The goal of the exhibition is to convey the results from the numerous interviews,
surveys, mappings, and observations we have done together with the YCSS. Will the other
partners in YouCount acknowledge our efforts? Will Patricia, the Work Package leader in
charge of participatory communication efforts, nod with appreciation when we meet her at the
next consortium meeting? Will they see through our attempts at “delivering” on a task that we
quite frankly don’t really understand? I inhale fresh exhaust from the roaming cars and feel the
sweat trickle. One more stop, we need balloons. More balloons, blue to inspire imaginaries of
an endless open sky of possibilities when the results from the co-research on youth’s access to
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employment are put into national policy. The balloons we put up yesterday are already
shrinking, and in a few hours the team will welcome invited guests to the exhibition opening.

Desperation, chaos, and serendipity are potent ingredients in this transdisciplinary mix of
action research-as-(precarious) labour, and precisely the ingredients of research that we
continue to hide and smooth over – both when we write about our results and the process to get
there. So how did it go? Let’s jump back to the debrief following the national workshop, two
weeks after the exhibition opening.

Dichino (YCSS): I think today was actually a pretty good day for YouCount. I think it was a very good
representation of what your work is. Or what you build with your work.

Frederick (research assistant): Ours, D. (laughter)

Dichino: Ours, yes. Because at the very beginning when I was going to take it (the assignment), it was very
unclear, I felt. Both for myself and a bit around actually, when I asked the young (YCSS) what they were doing.
Now I feel it is a little clearer what is the meaningfulness of it, or what is the social effect of what we do. That we
conduct research and set up exhibitions and initiate such conversations.

(From debrief with YCSS after national workshop May 24, 2023)

Dichino is one of the youths who we involved later in the process, to assist us in disseminating
the results from the data collection in the Oslo case to a Norwegian speaking audience. He is
part of a group of young locals working in the media group called Ildfluene (Fireflies),
organized by a neighborhood incubator for social entrepreneurship, Tøyen Unlimited. Di-
chino and his 19-year-old college San San have joined our biweekly meetings for a few
months now, since the first dialogue forum we facilitated just before Christmas last year. They
have contributed with new energy and bothersome questions and queries we don’t know how
to answer. “What is the purpose of the exhibition that you are planning?” Who is the target
group?” “How do you plan to spread the word about the project to other youth?” They pushed
our collective sensemaking process further by turning the table and exposing a narrative
inquiry on us, the co-research team. What stories do we want to tell the world and how do we
make sense of the storying process as a collective?

Sara (researcher): I thought especially when I was standing there watching everyone work on ideas, when
Dichino and I had Crazy 8, and when you went over to discuss, just the thought of how important this is, that
there are so many people sitting here, with so many different perspectives, many with quite a lot of power, and
we have us, and there we sit and discuss and come up with so much good. Then I got a chilling sensation. It was
really, really cool. And just think, as has been said here, that we have been at it for a year and a half, we have
gotten to know each other so well, we work so well together, and achieved so much.

(From debrief with YCSS after national workshop May 24, 2023)

Dichino has not just transitioned from being an outside observer and documenter, to an
engaged co-producer of scientific findings, he is also positioning himself as an action re-
searcher performing transformative inquiry on us. He is both genuinely annoying and ex-
tremely helpful in his direct and very justified questions. And he is pointing at something
crucial in his comment from the debrief quoted above: The professional lives of action
researchers are conversations, conversations, conversations.

Sometimes we wonder if the research process owns us, more than we control it as a
creation of our own. Why did we write in the proposal to the SwafS program44 that we would
engage 10 core youth citizen scientists? Why not 5 or even 2 youth? That would have been so

44 SwafS is the acronym for Science with and for Society, see https://www.sfi.ie/funding/international/european-
research-area/horizon-2020/swafs/
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much easier to handle, reducing the level of hourly contracts, personal messages to encourage
commitment, follow-up conversations to secure safe space and continuous trust-building. Is
that responsible research innovation, to take care of so many young people?

We blame serendipity and random suggestions, “think of a number”, in the imaginary
phase of a collaborative research process (before funding) in that rented meeting room in
Brussels six years ago, when we co-wrote the application. Now, in the very non-ephemeral,
down-to-earth deliver or die phase, we are stunned by our own ability to repeatedly aim for the
sky and beyond before the money is on the table. What budget post includes the ethics of care,
the sweat of relational labor?

The transition from citizen natural science to citizen social science without the comple-
mentary institutional support seems to raise only a few eyebrows, some nods but exceptionally
little revolt. We became fired up. We decided early on that on principle, we couldn’t accept the
EU prerogative of defining citizen scientists as volunteers. Our colleague Arne’s mantra
“leading through cake” transitioned into “co-creating through food”. We bought the youth ice
cream, snacks, take away food from the local diner, pizza, soda, juices, nuts, chocolate, fruits,
crackers. We fed them into oblivion, until we found a loophole in the regulations and could
begin to pay them hourly salaries as planned and communicated to them from the beginning of
our recruitment process.

Other studies have found that the voluntary work done by nonprofessional researchers in
CSS activities, is only seldom compensated financially, and conclude that “these observations
indicate how CSS is blurring, if not shifting, boundaries between paid and unpaid as well as
voluntary and non-voluntary work for research” and thus deserve further study.45 The im-
plication wasn’t clear to us before we were actively prohibited from renumerating the youth
involved in YouCount. What young person has it as his/her hobby to investigate social
inclusion processes in their neighborhood, on their free time, following a full day at school?

5. Desperation, part II: Involving even more people, roles, and tasks

Sara (researcher): I am so proud and happy, and full of energy. (laughter) Damn, it’s been so much fun today, and it’s
what is repeatedly said, as many have talked about now, but my God, what a team we are. That is exactly what we are.
We are a team that gets so much done together, and just look at it today, as Aina said, everything just flows, everyone
does their job, takes responsibility, we just get it done. It was really, really fun to watch.

(From debrief with YCSS after national workshop May 24, 2023)

Fast rewind from this debrief moment after the national workshop in May 2023, let’s jump
back 14 months. “What should we do?” The five of us, the researchers and research assistants,
crowds the drawing table, our hub in the open part of the office space at our research institute.
The past two weekends we have gone all in to facilitate the training sessions for the newly
recruited group of then 12 young emerging co-researchers, and we are exhausted and con-
fused and bewildered. What now? The feeling of having succeeded in training them based on
our newly developed framework is superseded by the dread of the imminent data collection
period we are now supposed to enter, according to the time schedule of the research proposal
that is funded and made operative. It feels like being in jail, doing time, to adhere to someone

45 Göbel et al. 2023.
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else’s plan for us. It seems absurd that we were part of engineering this project design. We
know the youth are not ready-made researchers after just 10 hours of training, despite the
framework, all the effort put in by everyone involved, and the heaps of food we provided as
renumeration. What can we do?

In feeling our collective desperation, Frederick, one of the research assistants by title, but
partner and equal by experience, saves us by digging into the treasure trove of his own MA
thesis in social work, on social impact and policy change.46 “Let’s start by interviewing the
stakeholders in the project”, he suggests. “We can team up two senior researchers and two
YCSS and do it together. That will be both a soft start of the data collection, and a fruitful way
into preparing for the first big hurdle, Living Lab 1.”We look at him in grateful awe. Puh. We
have a plan. For now.

We know from previous research that there is little evidence of how citizen science in
social science research might work in practice.47 One explanation could be that much of the
citizen science process is kept in the shadows, not revealing for instance how many more
actors that are involved in citizen science than just the researchers and co-researchers, like the
stakeholders we interviewed and invited to our Living Labs –making the citizen social science
process both messier and mightier.48

Emerging from the traditions of AR, PAR and YPAR, we thought we did “normal”
citizen social science, until we attended a seminar for the newly established network of
Norwegian citizen science researchers last year. Here they referred to what we did as “extreme
citizen science”. Later, when checking the terminology on google scholar, we discovered that
it was not a linguistic innovation by the staff at the council. More people seem to agree with
this definition. Scholars have described what they call “levels” of citizen science involvement,
from crowdsourcing (level 1) to distributed intelligence (level 2) and participatory science
(level 3).49 The fourth and last level is called extreme citizen science [ECS], where participants
are “deeply involved in the research process through co-creation which supports collabo-
ratively identifying the problem, forming the research questions, designing the tools and
methods to support data collection, and collecting and analyzing the data”.50 What is extreme
about this, we asked ourselves.

With our action research background ingrained in our cells/souls, always aiming to
transcend established traditions and structures, and based on our newly acquired empirical
knowledge of doing a citizen social science project from start to end, we take the jump and add
first a fifth and sixth level to this theory of CS (see Figure 5).

46 Reiersen, F. (2022)
47 Heiss & Matthes (2017), Tauginienė et al. (2020)
48 Göbel et al. (2022).
49 Chiaravalloti et al (2022).
50 Chiaravalloti et al (2022, p.2).
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Figure 5: Process of YCSS research – YouCount, with CS level 5–6 added.

In this model participants are not only deeply involved in the research process through co-
creation which supports collaboratively identifying the problem, forming the research ques-
tions, designing the tools and methods to support data collection, and collecting and analyzing
the data. They are also active in the dissemination and making actions for policy change and
social innovations – not unlike how most P/AR projects are designed.

This is where we are at. Citizen science traditionally mobilizes citizens in research
processes, e. g., by collecting data and building a knowledge base for analysis.51 Participatory
Action Research (PAR) is among the epistemic foundations of citizen social science, building
on a rich participatory tradition that citizen science of the natural sciences does not adhere to.52

Action research seems to be re-emerging in new clothes, as a citizen social science approach to
address questions of societal transformation and democratization while also doing rigorous
research.53 Finally, we build on transition research that focus on understanding the systemic
patterns of inertia and transformation to develop governance strategies to guide and accelerate
desired future transitions.54 What became apparent to us in the process was that we lack the
institutional support to do level 5–6. Also, this model does not account for the cyclical nature
of curiosity-based research, something that again necessitates an ethics of care. Inspired to go
deeper, further, we add a seventh level in this transformative citizen science action research
model to include deep involvement in the idea development, design and securing funding of
research, a natural closing of the loop (Figure 6).

51 Sauermann et al. (2020).
52 Albert et al. (2021).
53 Greenwood & Levin (2007), Bradbury et al. (2019), Wittmayer et al. (2021).
54 Markard et al. (2012), Loorbach et al. (2017), in Loorbach & Wittmayer (2023).
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Figure 6: Model of Action Research with CS level 1–7 where an epistemic ethics of care
can be achieved.

With level 6 of CSS, inclusion of citizens in policy change and social innovation, one can
enable transformative research and learning, and promote narrative inquiry that makes
meanings move.55 And with level 7, one can make ethics of care an integrated part of the
institutional support system of citizen social science, thus achieving an epistemic ethics of
care. What we experienced throughout the 18 months of engagement with the young citizen
social scientists, was how their involvement was fundamentally changing the research posi-
tion, adding a multiplicity of roles and complexity to the traditional role-hierarchy of student-
teacher relations in academia. The youth were moving from a collaborator position in action
research and YPAR, to becoming partners and sometimes also leaders of processes in citizen
social science.

6. Desperation, part III: Youth becoming temporary leaders of the
process

Back in January 2023, I, Sara, ask the co-researchers, “Why do you think it didn’t go as
planned?”. We are debriefing a field trip to the local youth club that took place the previous
week. Our goal was to promote the newly launched YouCount App, which we intended to use
as a tool for data collection. Within the natural sciences, there is a long tradition of using apps
in citizen science projects. Inspired by this, we collaborated with Spotteron, a company
specializing in developing apps for citizen science projects, to create our own app in the
project. Before heading to the youth club, my colleague Ingar, five co-researchers, and I met at
a nearby library to prepare. Together, we created a presentation and planned a fun competition
to engage the youth. However, upon our arrival at the youth club, we found that the youths

55 Bochner & Herrmann 2020.

83A. Landsverk Hagen, S. Berge Lorenzen: Chasing balloons as scientific practice



were uninterested in our presentation and unwilling to engage with us. They were busy doing
homework or playing video games together. We stayed there for an hour before admitting
defeat. As we later explained to the co-researchers, failed field trips are more common than
successful ones when doing fieldwork.

We are now back at our safe base at the Intercultural Museum, discussing what went
wrong. After a few minutes of silence, Amir, one of the co-researchers, hesitantly said,
‘Ehm… I don’t know, but maybe nobody wanted to talk to us because you were there.’ My
fellow researcher Ingar and I look at each other – why didn’t we think of this? The other
youths agreed with Amir. The presence of adult researchers made the atmosphere too serious
for a youth club. Two of the young co-researchers wanted to go back alone to try again. This
time, they managed to talk to all the youths hanging out at the youth club – and many of them
downloaded the YouCount app, to Ingar’s joy and relief.

One month later, in February 2023, we are sitting together again, planning our second
dialogue forum; an event where local youths were to be invited to participate in a workshop
centred around social inclusion, preferably using the YouCount app as a place-based ob-
servation and reflection tool. Ideas were swirling around the table, and suddenly, one of the
youths proposed that the young co-researchers themselves could take on a facilitative role for
the workshop. Hearing this I, Sara, almost got goosebumps – we finally succeeded in our
efforts to teach them enough science for them to be “acting as scientists”56; I thought, the
youths don’t need us anymore.

Fast forward – about four months later, nearing the end of the projects’ involvement of
youth, I had a conversation with Maryam, one of the co-researchers. I asked her if we, the
researchers, should have done anything differently throughout the project. She re-
sponded, “You [all the researchers] are too chill, you should have been stricter with us. You
could almost have treated us like children sometimes, just giving us specific tasks”.

Reflecting on this when writing this paper, it becomes evident to me that the desire to
become superfluous has deeply ingrained itself in both me and my colleagues over the years.
Even though our objective in the YouCount project was to train the youths to become co-
researchers who would be involved in the research as co-creators, we, without articulating it,
struggled to make them into autonomous researchers who could do research independently.
We wanted to become superfluous. However, as becomes evident in the conversation I had
with Maryam, the youths didn’t need that – they wanted to be guided and supported in a
balancing act of care taking and letting go.

7. Looking ahead: The transformative practices of citizen social
science action research

As the article seems to be coming to an end, the need arises again. Walking the article takes me
downtown this time, I crisscross the busy Sunday streets of Grønland, the east side area where
our team of co-researchers have investigated social inclusion of local youth for what seems
like forever. The September sun leads me to the familiar Indian diner, our haunt for the

56 Solé et al. 2023.
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lengthier workshop debriefs. With a keema nan in hand and bugs in my brain, I balance my
thoughts on a tightrope of familiar and new, revolt and acceptance.

When writing this text, we started reflecting upon our multiple, sometimes conflicting
roles when doing citizen social science. We have become inventors of transformative learning,
curators of curiosity and hosts of community, youth workers and employers, facilitators, and
activists for change. All this and more. It is emotional, relational, intellectual, and admin-
istrative labor all at once. And it feels quite precarious. The time available is never enough.

Figure 7: Ideals, roles, and outcome of transformative CSS research in the Norwegian case of
the YouCount project.

Our haphazard mix of scholarly backgrounds (the clouds in Figure 7) surely contributed to a
cacophony of voices, a mix of approaches, methods and trust building tactics that enabled this
diverse group of Oslo youth with multicultural backgrounds to be actual contributors to social
science, to gain or even claim epistemic justice, like Amina’s statement above exemplifies.
The multiplicity inspired a resource intensive and demanding process of exploration, building
not only on action research, YPAR and our multiple social science disciplinary backgrounds,
but also on literature of positive organizational scholarship (POS), appreciative inquiry and
collaborative creativity.57 We found our roles being multiplied by the second, as we were
aiming for the planned outcomes of our scientific endeavors.

Our motivation for social change, co-created research outcomes and securing ethics of
care reveals the need for institutional change in our science support infrastructure. Part of this
change is to look again at the roles in the co-creation practices of AR, (Y)PAR and CSS, to
open for youth being co-creators and leaders of research process without losing the ethics of
care practices. This necessitates critical and emotional reflexivity, an introspection of the

57 Carlsen et al 2012b, Cooperrider & Srivasta 1987, Ludema et al. 2006.
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researcher role, and the degree of citizen and researcher engagement. Particularly it demands a
rethinking of the design of research processes: what is included as research and what is not?

Labelling something as extreme makes the reachable horizon behind unattainable. This
far but not further, it seems to us that scholars say when they define just the core of research
practices – the data collection – as valuable enough for collaboration with outsiders.58We have
become all-rounders, generalists in survival mode, improvising, using our co-acquired skill
and tactic. We are not alone though. Rather than focusing on reproducing (disciplinary)
knowledge, more and more scholars argue for the emergence of alternative approaches to
science, be it reparative, engaged, transformative, or sustainability research – and to educa-
tion, such as transformative learning.59 They are also realizing as we do, that “it becomes
increasingly clear that traditional, disciplinary academic structures are often unfit to accom-
modate such new forms of research and education”.60 At worst these structures are actually
“working against forms of research and education that support sustainability transitions”.61

8. The end is just the beginning

We will give voice again, to Maryam’s words from the beginning of this exploration.

Maryam: And look where we are now.

(From debrief with YCSS after national workshop May 24, 2023)

Maryam revealed in front of the whole, diverse team, that she didn’t think in the beginning of
her involvement, one and a half years ago, that she would have reached this far. The epistemic
injustice the youth has become accustomed to has taken its toll. I look at her across the room, I
swallow. My eyes burn. The sensory experience of being in that room together, finally sharing
the backstage62 of the research project – the reflexive space where we discuss the event on
equal footing, like colleagues, becomes a shared feeling of fulfilment. The long set of tables in
the middle, the young people mixed with senior researchers, adults. The faces of youth, some
we haven’t seen since before the high school and university exam period started a couple of
months ago. Sensing gratitude, calmness, pride and tingling of tears inside.

This is the first and to be frank, only such serene moment we experienced together in the
18 months we’ve worked as a citizen social science team. It is rare, precious, and fleeting. It
feels both normal and extreme, simultaneously. From our joint experience over these years,
we have realized that it is the level of emotional and relational attachment created and
recreated throughout the bumpy road of an experimental research process that in practice
should define co-creative citizen social science as extreme. Not the number of parts of the
process of science you have accommodated for outsiders to partake in.

And then again, with the looming scenarios of a rapidly heating planet, and the numerous
exclusion mechanisms that this will accelerate for all vulnerable citizens (which will be most
of us), we think it is wise to preserve the term “extreme” for the times of uncertainty and

58 Chiaravalloti et al (2022).
59 Loorbach & Wittmayer (2023).
60 Trencher et al. (2014).
61 Fazey et al. (2021) in Loorbach & Wittmayer (2023).
62 Goffman (1959).
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hardship that likely will come. We argue for caution when it comes to applying such en-
chanting characteristics to co-created approaches to science, and rather emphasis the need to
explicitly venture for a more ethics of care-based approach, where transformative research and
learning is seen as a necessary way of conducting responsible research to co-create a more
sustainable and co-habitable planet. Can Aina’s efforts of “chasing balloons” all over the city
to complement the young citizen social scientists’ ideas on how to disseminate our findings in
a curated museum space, be called research? It sure didn’t feel like it at the time. Now, after
walking the article, together with companion species of all kinds, we see it differently.
Chasing balloons, the symbols of hope, opportunity, and openness to the unknown, is maybe
the most important scientific practice we can engage in, to secure the epistemic justice,
abundance and ethics of care in future citizen social science and action research.
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