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ABSTRACT
Participatory processes are integral to sustainability and resilience planning; involving 
diverse stakeholders ensures planning practices and outcomes are grounded in local 
social, economic, environmental, and cultural contexts and realities. It follows that 
research and tools supporting planning processes should also be participatory, and 
such research approaches can lead to useful knowledge for developing appropriate, 
place-based approaches for addressing critical sustainability issues. Using the Fraser 
Valley region (British Columbia, Canada) as a case study, this research experiments 
with participatory research (PR) methods and tools for supporting long-term food 
systems planning by examining regional food vulnerabilities and opportunities/needs 
for building resilience to exogenous shocks. The research involved a survey and a series 
of workshops supported by an online collaboration platform, CoLabS, which engaged 
different food system stakeholders to first, reflect on what COVID-19 has revealed 
about regional food systems vulnerabilities, and second, discuss how these insights 
can be used for integrated long-term planning and increasing food resilience in the face 
of a variety of environmental and socioeconomic hazards. Strengths of this research 
include its place-based approach, relationship development and reciprocity aspects, 
multi-dimensional exploration of vulnerabilities and issues, and the use of dynamic 
digital tools. Limitations of the research include its lack of comprehensive participation 
and representation, capacity limitations of potential participants, influence of current 
real-world issues on research activities, and limited functionality of some online tools. 
Lessons and insights from this research demonstrate the importance of employing 
adaptable and flexible methods and tools when conducting PR on sustainability issues.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted numerous 
vulnerabilities in local and regional food systems (Clapp & 
Moseley, 2020). These vulnerabilities are not exclusive to the 
pandemic; they relate to other exogenous shocks such as 
climate change, which presents a need for comprehensive, 
integrated approaches to planning and resilience (Newell 
& Dale, 2021). Accordingly, Carey et al. (2021) argues 
that communities should examine the lessons provided 
by the pandemic to identify and recognize food systems 
vulnerabilities and devise ways for increasing local 
resilience. Similarly, Hobbs (2020) notes that food systems 
stakeholders should reflect upon where food supply chains 
remained robust during the pandemic and where failures 
occurred. However, as there is no one-size-fits-all approach 
to food systems planning and development (Knezevic et 
al., 2017), communities devise place-based solutions and 
ways of working appropriate to the local context.

The comments by Carey et al. (2021) and Hobbs (2020) 
about learning lessons from COVID-19 suggest that local 
governments and food systems stakeholders (i.e., the 
range of organizations and community actors involved 
in local food systems) should engage in exercises where 
they examine and reflect on what the pandemic has 
revealed about food systems vulnerabilities and ways 
toward resilience. Such reflective exercises are best 
facilitated through the use of participatory research (PR) 
approaches that center on real-world issues and aim 
to generate solutions to problems in collaboration with 
those affected by them (Trimble & Berkes, 2013). PR has 
a long history in health and social sciences (Israel et al., 
1998); however, it also has been applied in broader and 
wider-ranging contexts, including food systems. PR is a 
valuable approach to researching complex sustainable 
issues as it draws from diverse knowledges and 
experiences (Newell et al., 2020) and facilitates capacity-
building for addressing a particular issue (Greenhalgh 
et al., 2016), making it a useful research approach for 
examining the complexities around local and regional 
food systems challenges. Examples include Jacobi et 
al.’s (2019) work on developing and conducting a food 
systems mapping process with stakeholders in Kenya and 
Bolivia. Other examples include Domingo et al.’s (2021) 
research done in partnership with the Williams Treaties 
First Nations in Ontario, Canada, on the challenges and 
approaches for increasing local access to nutritious and 
culturally-relevant foods. Both examples demonstrate 
how PR can be used to comprehensively explore food 
systems considerations, including those related to health 
and nutrition, cultural values, agricultural production, 
environmental health, food economies, and others.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, using PR to engage in 
reflective exercises was challenging due to the nature of 
the health crisis and its public health measures. The need 
for physical distancing prevented in-person gathering, 
and as PR requires researcher-practitioner collaboration 

and stakeholder engagement (Greenhalgh et al., 2016; 
Hacker et al., 2012; Moldenhauer & Sackey, 2016; Newell 
et al., 2020), these measures create complications for 
the development of relationships and for data collection. 
In response, online and remote engagement research 
innovations have been developed (Newell & Dale, 2021), 
which can be applied in PR efforts where in-person 
engagement is not possible. Such online engagement 
continues to be relevant as researchers, practitioners, 
and stakeholders explore ways of collaborating on 
sustainability research while also attempting to (for 
instance) reduce transaction costs and travel-related 
greenhouse gas emissions (Jost et al., 2021). It is thus 
important to experiment with innovative new ways of 
conducting PR on complex sustainability issues, such as 
food systems vulnerabilities, both through online and in-
person methods to better understand the opportunities 
and challenges around such research exercises.

This paper documents a study that responds to 
both the opportunity (or need) for communities to 
examine lessons from COVID-19 regarding food 
systems vulnerabilities (Carey et al., 2021) and the 
need for innovative approaches to PR that harness 
online technologies. The study was conducted in the 
Fraser Valley region, British Columbia (BC), Canada, and 
it engaged local and government, non-governmental 
organizations, food system stakeholders, and community 
members in an exploration of food systems vulnerabilities 
through a series of workshops and a survey. The research 
was conducted remotely, with the workshops being 
facilitated with the use of the CoLabS online engagement 
platform. This paper details the online methods used, 
successes and shortcomings of the study, and lessons for 
future PR work on complex sustainability issues.

THE PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH 
APPROACH

There are a variety of terms that describe participatory 
approaches to research, such as participatory action 
research, action research, collaborative inquiry, and 
community-based research. These terms commonly 
describe an approach to research inquiry that involves 
participants as co-researchers or collaborators (Savan 
& Sider, 2003); however, the degree and nature of 
participation can vary depending on the approach 
used. For example, community-based participatory 
research is described as involving community members 
in all aspects of the research process, from design to 
dissemination, whereas community-engaged research 
is a broader term that refers to the use of academic-
community partnerships in studies of issues which 
impact a community’s wellbeing (Vaughn & Jacquez, 
2020). PR involves community members in a range of 
research activities, such as the design of the research 
instruments (e.g., Moldenhauer & Sackey, 2016) and 
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selection of stakeholder participants (e.g., Ciaccia et 
al., 2019). However, depending on the method used, PR 
can also involve researchers taking a more prominent 
role in certain activities such as workshop facilitation 
(e.g., Jacobi et al., 2019; Picketts et al., 2012) and data 
analysis (e.g., Domingo et al., 2021) in effort to support 
communities in their explorations of local challenges. In 
light of the wide range of PR methods, it is important to 
identify the degree and nature of participant involvement 
when reporting on PR studies.

This research best aligns with Vaughn and Jacquez’s 
(2020) description of community-engaged research, 
meaning it falls under a broad umbrella of research 
approaches that involve researchers, stakeholders, and 
community members working together to co-produce 
knowledge on issues affecting the community. In this work, 
researchers led activities, such as facilitation of workshops, 
initial drafts of reports, data analysis, and drafting survey; 
however, community input was involved throughout the 
process in multiple ways. The project was initiated through a 
collaboration with regional government collaborators, and 
discussions with the collaborators informed the research 
design. In addition, research instruments and analyses, 
such as survey and systems maps, were developed based 
on the discussions in and input from workshop participants. 
Furthermore, rather than predefining workshop designs 
and activities at the beginning of the project, the content 
and foci of workshops (following an initial workshop) 

were based on thoughts, interests, and food systems 
concerns expressed by participants in previous workshops. 
Workshop participants were also invited to bring forward 
ideas for what to explore in subsequent research activities. 
Finally, knowledge outputs (i.e., reports) were circulated 
to workshop participants to receive and incorporate their 
input before publishing, and participants also contributed to 
research dissemination by distributing the reports among 
their networks. Accordingly, the research aligns with PR 
approaches in that the relationships between researcher 
and participant differ from that of traditional science, 
with traditional science being more expert-driven and this 
project involving a more collaborative exploration of issues 
and co-production of knowledge (Savan & Sider, 2003).

REGIONAL CONTEXT

The Fraser Valley region is in the southwest of the 
Canadian province of BC (Figure 1), and it has a 
population of over 340,000 people (BC Stats, 2021). The 
region encompasses six municipalities, 30 First Nations 
bands, and eight electoral areas (Fraser Valley Regional 
District [FVRD], n.d.-a., n.d.-b), with Abbotsford being the 
largest of the municipalities/communities. The region is 
located adjacent to Metro Vancouver, which is the largest 
urban centre in the province and supports a population of 
nearly 2.8 million people (BC Stats, 2021).

Figure 1 Location of the Fraser Valley Regional District (yellow) within BC (red).

Note: Data sources: BC Data Catalogue, Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographies, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AeroGRID, and ISN.
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The region makes for an interesting case study for 
research on food systems, as it is one of the most 
agriculturally productive areas in Canada. Over 71,000 
hectares of FVRD’s land are within BC’s Agricultural 
Land Reserve (BC Ministry of Agriculture, 2016), and 
the combination of nutrient-rich soils, agriculturally-
favorable climate, and proximity to lucrative markets (e.g., 
Vancouver) have resulted in a thriving local agricultural 
industry (FVRD, 2017). The Abbotsford Chamber of 
Commerce (2022) estimates that in Abbotsford alone, 
agriculture is responsible for $3.8 billion of economic 
activity. The significance of agriculture to the region has 
shaped the economic and sociocultural identities of the 
communities within the region, with food systems being 
central to said identities (Newman et al., 2017).

The approach taken in this study involves aligning the 
research with previous local efforts and initiatives, as 
done in other PR work (Newell et al., 2021). To this end, 
the study built upon previous and existing work toward 
enhancing local food systems resilience, such as the 
Fraser Valley agriculture and climate change strategy 
(Climate Change Adaptation Program, 2015) and Clean 
Economy in the Fraser Valley report (FVRD, 2019). The 
region has numerous food assets, relating to all aspects 
of food systems from production to consumption, 
including food banks, community meals, a food hub, 
food retailers, processors, and a variety of farms.

METHODS

The research consisted of three virtual workshops and a 
survey delivered from July 2021 to March 2022. The main 
objectives of the research were (1) to explore local food 
systems vulnerabilities and impacts related to COVID-19, 
(2) to map and assess food systems vulnerabilities 
and potential impacts from multiple environmental, 
socioeconomic, and political hazards (e.g., flooding, 
fires, rapid population growth, economic recession, etc.), 
and (3) to enhance food systems resiliency through 
analysis of the region’s infrastructure, programs, and 
environmental features.

The workshops gathered food systems stakeholders 
and community members, and the numbers of 
participants for each workshop were: 25 in Workshop 1, 
22 in Workshop 2, and 12 in Workshop 3. Note that the 
first workshop was conducted in two sessions, as there 
were community members that expressed interest in 
joining but were unable to attend the first date; however, 
for disambiguation, the two sessions will be collectively 
referred to as Workshop 1. Though groups were small, 
the participants included people with specific knowledge 
and involvement with different aspects of food systems, 
and in this way, the research follows a purposive 
sampling approach (Etikan et al., 2016) and is similar to 
other work that employs small focus groups of people 

with specialized knowledge (Onwuegbuzie, et al., 2009). 
Participants included representatives from regional and 
local government (elected officials and staff), the regional 
health authority, community development not-for-profit 
organisations, social services, community food programs 
(e.g., food banks), research, and local and regional 
food network organisations. With respect to the latter, 
researchers (i.e., first and second author) also joined two 
of these network organizations, namely the Abbotsford 
Fresh Network and the Mission Food Coalition. The 
researchers’ participation within these networks involved 
attending regular network meetings to share ideas on how 
research (including this project) and education at the local 
university, the University of the Fraser Valley, could better 
support local and regional food systems goals. At the 
time of the project, the authors were researchers based 
at this local university, and they contributed to network 
discussions by sharing their knowledge and expertise 
respectively on integrated community sustainability 
planning (i.e., first author) and food systems planning and 
food justice (i.e., second author).

As noted above, an aim of this research was to explore 
ways of engaging in PR, while following public health 
guidelines around physical distancing. To this end, the 
workshops were conducted online, using the Zoom virtual 
conferencing application for the workshop discussions 
and the CoLabS platform for workshop activities. 
CoLabS is a Drupal-based platform for supporting online 
collaboration on sustainable development issues and 
challenges (www.changingtheconversation.ca/colabs). 
It was designed as a flexible platform, with the ability to 
change its structure and add/embed different tools to 
meet needs of a particular project or group (Jost et al., 
2021). The CoLabS space for this project was customised 
with a series of virtual working tables, which used Padlet 
widgets that allowed for participant input in different 
ways, depending on the activity (Figures 2, 3, & 4).

Acknowledging the limited number of participants in 
the workshops, and the research needs of the FVRD, the 
project included a survey questionnaire. Survey questions 
were designed to align with activities and outcomes from 
Workshops 1 and 2. The survey was delivered to residents 
living both in the Fraser Valley and Metro Vancouver 
regions (i.e., the Lower Mainland). The case study region 
was broadened for this particular activity due to the Metro 
Vancouver and Fraser Valley regions being interconnected 
in terms of food flows and economies, as well as how 
workshop participants referred to both regions multiple 
times in the discussions of local food systems issues.

The timings of the research activities are noteworthy. 
In addition to the COVID-19 pandemic, a series of different 
food systems shocks coincided with the workshops. 
Workshop 1 was conducted in the summer of 2021, when 
the Pacific Northwest area was experiencing an extreme 
heat event. Workshop 2 occurred in the fall of 2021, 
during a severe flooding event in Abbotsford. Workshop 

https://www.changingtheconversation.ca/colabs
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3 and the survey delivery occurred in early 2022, when 
the conflict in Ukraine began and supply chain disruptions 
were anticipated/emerging. Therefore, although the 
purpose of the exercise was to reflect on the lessons 
that emerged from COVID-19 in terms of vulnerabilities 
to broader range of shocks, the participants were able to 
draw from current experiences (rather than hypotheticals) 
when considering some of these other shocks.

For each workshop, participants were provided with a 
letter of consent. They were given the letter prior to the 
session and signed/returned electronically to indicate 
their consent to participate in the study, and at the 
beginning of the workshop, they were invited to ask 
questions about the consent letter. Survey participants 
were given a letter of informed consent, provided 
through a link to a PDF version found at the beginning of 
the survey. The research project and letters of consent 
were reviewed and approved by the Human Research 
Ethics Board at the University of the Fraser Valley in May 
2021 (file number: 100755).

Following each workshop, a report was prepared for 
participants to summarize the main outcomes of the 
workshop and identify next steps. Each report was first 
sent to the workshop participants for review, and then 
after incorporating participant comments, the reports 
were made publicly available. A report was also prepared 
on the outcomes of the survey study.

The focus of this paper is the PR approach, and the 
following sections provide more details on the research 
activities and process. The findings reported in this 
paper relate to the strengths and shortcomings of the 
research approach designed and employed here. For 
more information on findings from the research itself 
(i.e., the study on food systems vulnerabilities and ways 
to increase resilience), refer to the reports prepared on 
the workshops (Dring & Newell, 2021, 2022a, 2022b) and 
survey (Newell & Dring, 2022).

WORKSHOP 1
Workshop 1 was held in two sessions in the summer 
of 2021 (July 29 and September 2), engaging a total 
of 25 participants and running for approximately two 
hours per session. Its purpose was to explore local food 
systems vulnerabilities and impacts related to COVID-19 
in the Fraser Valley region to harness the opportunities 
for lessons learned. The food system framework of the 
Initiative for a Competitive Inner City (ICIC) was adapted 
and used in the workshop, which is a framework that 
categorizes food systems into four different areas: food 
processing, food distribution, food access, and government 
policies and practices (Zeuli & Whalen, 2017). As ICIC’s 
framework focuses on urban environments, it excludes 
food production due to (generally speaking) the lack of 
farmland in these spaces. This study however added 
food production due to the importance of agriculture 
to the communities, economies, and cultural identities 

in FVRD. The modifications also included reframing the 
government policies and practices as “government 
response” to broaden and better capture the nature of 
government interventions toward COVID-19, that is, as a 
response to a public health crisis and its related impacts.

Researchers and scholars in the areas of food systems 
resilience (e.g., Carey et al., 2021; Savary et al., 2020) and 
sustainability planning (e.g., Ling et al., 2009) discuss the 
importance of examining issues through a temporal lens 
to be able to facilitate long-term planning. Accordingly, 
Workshop 1 explored how COVID-19 exerted impacts 
and revealed vulnerabilities across different timeframes, 
as well as how various issues, responses, and adaptations 
emerged in said timeframes. The timeframes examined 
in the workshop included short (0–3 months), medium 
(0–12 months), and long-term (>12 months) periods.

Workshop 1 examined impacts to and vulnerabilities 
of each component of the food system framework with 
respect to short-, medium-, and long-term timeframes. 
Virtual breakout rooms for each food system category 
were created, and workshop participants joined the room 
for whichever component they wished to examine. The 
activities used a Padlet-based working table for each food 
component where participants posted their thoughts/
observations on food systems vulnerabilities and impacts 
for each of the three timeframes (Figure 2). The activity 
was conducted in two 20-minute rounds, allowing 
participants to explore multiple food system categories.

The workshop concluded with a 30-minute plenary 
discussion, supported by questions and prompts) to 
expand on the outcomes of the breakout sessions and 
explore the implications of the impacts and vulnerabilities 
identified. In addition (and to facilitate a PR approach), 
participants were asked to identify further research and 
workshop directions and topics within the scope of the 
research. The workshop closed with a synthesis of the 
main outcomes of the workshop and an explanation of 
proposed next steps for the project.

WORKSHOP 2
Workshop 2 was held in November 2021, and it 
served to broaden the perspective of food systems 
vulnerabilities beyond the COVID-19 context by 
mapping said vulnerabilities from multiple hazards 
and exogenous shocks. The hazards were identified 
based on the discussions from the previous workshop 
and documents produced on food systems resilience 
in the FVRD (e.g., Climate Change Adaptation Program, 
2015), and the final selection of hazards was supported 
by relevant literature (Balfour & Keenan, 2007; Biehl et 
al. 2017; Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, 2019; Jahn 
et al. 2018). As shown in Table 1, 10 hazards were 
explored in the workshop, with each falling under one 
of two categories: (1) environmental hazards, and (2) 
socioeconomic and political hazards.
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A total of 22 participants joined Workshop 2, with 16 
of the participants being people who attended the first 
workshop (i.e., about 73% were returning participants). 
Participants were provided with a copy of the Workshop 
1 summary report prior to the second workshop, and 
Workshop 2 began with a presentation that referenced 
this previous work and its outcomes. Participants were 
then instructed on the activities to be performed in 
Workshop 2, which included systems mapping and 
spatial mapping exercises.

For the systems mapping exercise, a series of CoLabS 
pages were equipped with a Padlet-based concept 
mapping tool that allowed participants to create posts and 
links between the posts (Figure 3). Workshop participants 
were randomly assigned to breakout rooms centered 
on different hazards, where they engaged in an activity 
that involved mapping hazard-impact relationships. 
Participants first identified direct impacts from the 
hazards by posting an impact and drawing a connecting 
line between the hazard and impact. Then, participants 
identified indirect impacts by posting a secondary 
impact occurring from the direct impact and drawing the 
appropriate connecting line. Two 20-minute rounds were 
held for the environmental hazards, allowing participants 

to explore multiple hazards. One 20-minute round was 
held for the socioeconomic and political hazards due to 
there being fewer hazards in this category (and because 
the workshop was running behind schedule).

For the spatial mapping exercise, participants located 
food system components/assets that they considered to 
be vulnerable to exogenous shocks (e.g., highways, food 
banks, the Fraser River, farms, etc.). The exercise was 
supported with a CoLabS page equipped with a Padlet-
based mapping application tool, which allows users to 
place point data markers and captions on a Google base 
map (Figure 4). In the captions, participants were asked 
to provide three pieces of information: (1) the name of 
the food system component/asset, (2) the hazard(s) 
threatening or impacting the component/assets, (3) 
reasons why the food system component is vulnerable 
to the hazard. Although the activity centred on the FVRD, 
participants were allowed to identify components located 
outside the region’s jurisdictional boundaries, if they felt 
the component was relevant to local food systems.

The workshop concluded with a 30-minute plenary 
discussion, where participants were asked to reflect on 
the exercises and explore how the systems and spatial 
mapping activities exhibit linkages among a variety of 

TYPE OF HAZARD HAZARDS

Environmental Flooding; Wildfire; Extreme heat and drought; Air pollution; Water pollution; Loss of wildlife habitat and 
ecosystems

Socioeconomic and 
political

Rapid population growth; Rapid population decline; Threat of war, conflict, or invasion; Economic recession and 
market failure

Table 1 Food System Hazards Explored in the Second Workshop.

Figure 2 CoLabS Screenshot of the First Workshop’s Working Table.
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hazards and food system impacts. The group discussed 
how certain impacts emerged through various hazards, 
as well as how multiple food system shocks contribute 
to increased vulnerability. Similar to Workshop 1, the 
workshop closed with a summary of main outcomes from 
the workshop and a discussion on the next steps, including 
future activities and topics to be explored in the project.

As done following Workshop 1, a summary report was 
prepared on the Workshop 2 outcomes (Dring & Newell, 
2022a). However, in addition to a synthesis of comments 

and ideas presented in the workshop, the Workshop 2 
summary report included an analytical component. Data 
from the systems maps were tabulated to identify nodes 
(i.e., hazards, direct impacts, secondary impacts) and 
connections/edges between nodes. The data were coded 
to create consistent terminology for those identifying the 
same impact (for instance, “habitat degradation” could 
also be described as “reduced habitat quality”). Then, 
data were imported into the Gephi (v. 0.9.2) network 
visualisation and analysis software, and the full hazard-

Figure 3 CoLabS Screenshot of the Second Workshop’s Hazard-Impact Mapping Working Table.

Figure 4 CoLabS Screenshot of the Second Workshop’s Spatial Mapping Table.
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impact system was analysed to identify impacts with 
numerous connections to hazards and other impacts 
(see Dring & Newell, 2022a).

Outputs from the spatial mapping exercise were 
analysed to see where concentrations of vulnerable 
food systems assets were located by participants by 
calculating the numbers of markers placed within certain 
jurisdictions (i.e., within municipal, electoral area, or 
community boundaries). Numbers and percentages 
of markers that referred to either environmental or 
socioeconomic/political hazards were also calculated. 
In some cases, marker captions referred to larger 
geographic areas, rather than specific sites, with respect 
to both the scales of impact and hazard activity; however, 
these vulnerabilities were still represented by point data 
markers, as this was the only data input type available, 
using the Padlet-based mapping application.

SURVEY
The survey was launched in February 2022, before 
Workshop 3, and its purpose was to broaden the 
engagement in the project and to confirm responses 
generated in Workshops 1 and 2. The survey was delivered 
through Decision Point Research (a Canada-based data 
collection company), and it specifically targeted people 
aged 18 or older, who live in the Lower Mainland in BC. 
The initial dataset consisted of 220 responses; however, 
six entries were removed due to the respondents noting 
their place-of-residence to be a community outside of 
the Lower Mainland or were unclear about its location, 
resulting in a final sample size of 214 in a total (i.e., the 
Lower Mainland’s) population of over 3 million people 
(Newell & Dring, 2022). Although not a large enough 
sample to be considered representative of the Lower 
Mainland, the survey gathered useful demographic and 
place-of-residence information for gaining insights about 
people’s experiences and concerns about local food 
systems based on who they are and where they live.

The survey consisted of four sections: (a) demographic 
questions, (b) food systems concerns revealed by 
COVID-19, (c) food systems impacts experienced due to the 
pandemic, and (d) concerns and thoughts about impacts 
arising from a variety of environmental, socioeconomic, 
and political hazards. The survey questions were designed 
to align with the workshop series in that they explored 
the same issues (i.e., food system impacts and hazards) 
discussed in Workshops 1 and 2, and through systems-
based and temporal lenses. For example, the survey posed 
questions about concerns regarding local and regional 
food systems vulnerabilities to the pandemic and same 
environmental, socioeconomic, and political hazards 
explored in Workshop 2, and using a similar approach 
to Workshop 1, respondents were asked to present the 
concerns in terms of different timeframes. In addition, the 
questions asking respondents about their concerns and 
experiences with food systems vulnerabilities and impacts 

during the pandemic were based on topics discussed and 
outcomes from the workshops. A full copy of the survey 
and more details on the methods and results can be 
found in Newell and Dring (2022).

WORKSHOP 3
Workshop 3 was held in March 2022, and it ran for 
three hours. It was attended by 15 participants, all of 
whom had attended previous workshops. Its goal was 
to stimulate thinking on how to build long-term food 
system resilience in the face of current and future shocks. 
The main objectives were to identify gaps in and ways 
to scale-up/enhance existing food system initiatives, 
programs, and assets. Building on previous workshops, 
Workshop 3 began with a presentation that summarized 
and reviewed the insights on local food systems 
vulnerabilities produced through Workshop 1 and 2 and 
the analyses of the survey and hazard-impact system 
data (see Dring & Newell, 2022a; Newell & Dring, 2022).

The first activity of the workshop involved the 
facilitators introducing a food system future scenario 
(Figure 5). The scenario was designed as a worst-case 
situation that could occur twenty years in the future 
(i.e., 2042), and it was developed from discussion topics 
and outcomes from the previous two workshops. This 
approach was taken instead of identifying an idyllic 
scenario, as it provided a method of building on the 
previous work done in the study by synthesizing and 
contextualizing the concerns and issues identified in the 
previous workshops. In this case, the scenario activity 
did not involve selecting an optimal or most desirable 
scenario, as typically done in scenario planning (Amer et 
al., 2013); rather, it involved thinking about how to build 
resilience in ways that address and avoid the concerns 
and issues outlined in the worst-case scenario.

Workshop 3 activities employed similar Padlet-based 
tools embedded in the CoLabS platform. The first activity 
involved participants posting comments and providing 
thoughts on the plausibility of the scenarios and 
additional elements and/or missing food system impacts 
that may occur in the scenarios. Participants were also 
asked to identify the kinds of strategies and interventions 
that might be employed by food system actors in the 
future scenario. The activity concluded with a plenary 
discussion, where participants examined, elaborated on, 
and further discussed the posted comments and topics.

The second activity conducted in Workshop 3 involved 
participants examining key assets, gaps, and needs for 
food systems (Figure 6). The activity was structured into 
two parts: physical infrastructure and environmental 
features, and programs, initiatives, and policies. In both 
parts of the activity, participants were asked to identify 
the existing food systems assets (e.g., infrastructure, 
environmental features, policies, programs, or initiatives) 
that are critical for preventing the worst-case scenario, 
explaining how the asset needed to be protected and/
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or maintained to prevent the scenario. Participants 
were also asked to identify possible ways of changing 
or enhancing the assets to improve chances of 
preventing the scenario. Finally, participants identified 
gaps in infrastructure, environmental features, policies, 
programs, and initiatives to highlight areas of concern 
with respect to how future hazards may result in food 
systems impacts, if said gaps are not addressed.

As done in the other workshops, Workshop 3 
concluded with a final plenary session, where the group 
further discussed ideas and insights that emerged 
throughout the session. In addition, as all the Workshop 3 
participants had previously engaged in the research, the 
plenary discussion also involved reflecting on the research 
process. The workshop concluded with a discussion on 
the next steps, including the preparation and release of 
the final workshop and survey reports (i.e., Dring & Newell, 
2022b; Newell & Dring, 2022) and plans for bringing the 
research knowledge into meetings and planning sessions 
hosted by participating local food network groups.

RESULTS

The findings in this paper shares lessons for future PR 
work that focuses on complex sustainability issues and 
that use online engagement methods, by presenting 

successes and shortcomings of the research approach. As 
discussed previously, the workshops included discussions 
with participants about the research process (including 
potential directions), and the findings presented in 
this research are based on both comments from the 
participants and participant observations. Accordingly, 
this section is structured following a thematic approach 
(Clarke et al. 2015), the findings and insights are 
presented through a series of themes (Table 2).

STRENGTHS
Place-Based Approach
The research used a place-based approach engaging 
participants living and working in the Fraser Valley 
region and centred the exploration specifically within 
the context of food systems issues and needs related 
to the region. Many of the issues and ideas presented 
through the workshops have broad applicability, such as, 
loss of livelihoods and overburdened social and health 
care systems (see Dring & Newell, 2021); however, the 
approach was still useful for identifying how issues 
commonly experienced in communities across the 
country and world occur in the local context. In this 
way, the research was effective in developing local, 
contextualized knowledge. For example, increases in food 
insecurity and (thus) usage of food banks were commonly 
observed issues in many communities during COVID-19 

Figure 5 CoLabS Screenshot of the Future Scenario Narrative used in the Third Workshop.
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CATEGORY THEME DESCRIPTION

Strengths Place-based approach The research focused on the Fraser Valley region for developing and advancing contextualized, 
local knowledge. Extending beyond the administrative boundary to include relationships and 
interactions between places.

Relationship development 
& reciprocity

Relationship building was done by meeting community organizations and stakeholders on 
their terms and addressing their needs, and by participating in local networks.

Multi-dimensional 
exploration

The research involved participants/stakeholders in exercises that explored food systems 
vulnerabilities through temporal and spatial dimensions.

Dynamic digital tools The variety of digital tools created an engaging workshop experience and opportunities for 
effective individual and group brainstorming.

Limitations Participation Comprehensive participation of food system actors (e.g., producers, labourers) and specific 
social groups (e.g. Indigenous, racialized, people experiencing poverty) was not fully achieved.

Capacity limitations Capacity limitations created challenges for certain stakeholders to participate, such as those 
working in food production and vulnerable groups with limited access to (or comfort with) 
online technologies.

Real-world issues Real-world hazard events influenced topics and focus of workshop discussion and activities.

Online tool constraints Some online tools were limiting in terms of the ideas and inputs participants wished to provide.

Table 2 Thematic Findings on Strengths and Limitations of the Participatory Research Process.

Figure 6 CoLabS Screenshots of Third Workshop’s Working Tables.

Note: CoLabS Screenshots of Third Workshop’s Working Tables on (A) current and (B) missing/gaps in physical infrastructure and 
environmental features.



11Newell et al. Collaborations: A Journal of Community-Based Research and Practice DOI: 10.33596/coll.116

(e.g., Higgins et al., 2021), and such an issue was also 
observed in this work. However, the study also identified 
important nuances to the issue that were particular to the 
region, such as gaps in the types of food bank offerings 
to service to the local, significant South Asian population 
(Dring & Newell, 2021). As indicated by one participant, 
the identification of both widely-experienced and locally-
contextualised impacts can be useful for understanding 
local challenges while also gaining insights from other 
jurisdictions on how to address said challenges.

I think looking at some of the issues that have 
been identified in the discussion here today and 
just looking at how others are addressing those 
issues and just providing that information that 
can help those dealing with the challenges find 
the solutions. I think that would be really useful, 
just one place where people can look, this is the 
issue and this is how other jurisdictions have been 
successful at dealing with it, that would be just 
valuable. (Workshop 1 participant)

Relationship Development
The approach used in this research was effective for 
developing relationships among the researchers and 
participants. Relationships were developed and built by 
meeting community organizations and stakeholders on 
their terms and addressing their needs, as opposed to 
parachuting into a community with a specific research 
agenda and conducting the research in an extractive 
manner. In this study, the participants were provided 
space to explore topics of importance to them and their 
communities. Furthermore, as the work took a broader 
systems-based perspective, there were little constraints 
with respect to what was deemed relevant within this 
examination of local food systems vulnerabilities. One 
participant indicated feeling safe in the workshops with 
respect to being able to express the ideas they felt to be 
relevant and important.

I think the thing I was most impressed with is that 
I felt really safe and that I could say things that I 
think and I don’t often say some of the things that 
I said during our meetings in the general public 
because I think I’m thought of as being a weirdo. 
And I really appreciate the group and the expertise 
that was here, and I felt honored to participate. 
(Workshop 3 participant)

Researchers also built relationships and trust with 
community members and stakeholders by participating 
in local food systems networks. Such participation served 
the project in that it provided researchers with a greater 
understanding of the local food systems work and key 
challenges, while providing an avenue for putting research 

into practice. With respect to the latter, the researchers 
attended a strategic planning meeting held by one of 
the local food systems networks, where they brought 
forward ideas, analysis, and connections arising from 
the research to inform food system planning. In addition, 
researchers strengthened working relationships with 
participants by producing reports in-between research 
activities to communicate findings to participants, but 
also to offer further embellishment and directions for 
analysis of workshop/survey findings.

I really enjoyed the tools that you provided and 
the ability to actually see the reports in between 
the meetings so that we could kind of see 
refreshed on what’s been happening. And I hope 
this isn’t the end of this. I hope we get to continue 
with it at some point in time and in some capacity 
to continue working on solving these wicked 
problems. (Workshop 3 participant)

Multidimensional Exploration
The research explored temporal and spatial dimensions to 
stimulate thinking about present and future conditions in 
terms of food systems issues and initiatives for addressing 
these issues. Incorporating these dimensions added 
complexity to the workshop activities and discussions, 
which presented initial challenges but also resulted in 
expanded ways of thinking and approaching problem 
analysis and identification of root causes. This was 
particularly the case with the temporal component of the 
research. In the first workshop, participants struggled with 
the timelines, trying to identify whether impacts were 
short-, medium-, or long-term. However, in the second 
workshop, participants (many of whom participated in the 
first workshop) included temporal perspectives, without 
prompting, in their comments on impacts of various 
hazards to food systems. For example, a participant 
discussed the long-term, intergenerational consequences 
of an economic recession on local populations. Such 
findings suggest the research approach used here (i.e., 
one that directly involved local stakeholders in the 
examination of complex temporal issues) potentially 
increased capacity to do temporal analyses, which is 
important for long-term resilience planning.

With an economic downturn, some people lose 
their jobs and some kids would be living in poverty. 
But then I started thinking about the statistics 
I had heard about the impact it has on a child 
to grow up in poverty and to not have proper 
nutritional food. The impact on their education. 
Their ability as an adult to function their mental 
health. And, all of a sudden, they don’t do well in 
school because they don’t get good food at home. 
(Workshop 2 participant)
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Dynamic Digital Tools and Activities
The use of online tools for facilitating the activities 
was advantageous in that it allowed for PR while also 
maintaining physical distancing during the on-going 
COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, workshop participants 
identified that the online approach held advantages 
even when physical distancing was not required. Some 
participants commented on the creative use of the CoLabS 
space in facilitating workshop activities using a variety 
of engagement tools. It was also noted that the use of 
said tools allowed for people to simultaneously engage 
in different aspects of a workshop, namely individual 
and group brainstorming, as participants could use the 
working tables while others were engaging in discussion. 
These comments suggest that there are particular 
benefits in running online PR workshops and focus groups.

I thought your CoLabS was very creative and just 
like, you know, usually as you’re brainstorming, 
which is sort of one person sort of thinking at a 
time kind of thing and people bouncing ideas off. 
But it was like, you know, one person can bounce 
ideas off while other people are writing on the 
Post-it board and all that kind of stuff. (Workshop 
3 participant)

LIMITATIONS
Participation
Although this project involved the participation of 
stakeholders with diverse involvement with food systems, 
comprehensive community and cultural representation 
was not achieved, nor possible. The topic of food system 
vulnerability is highly complex, and engaging every type of 
stakeholder and their specific relationships to food systems 
was not feasible in this project. Rather as researchers, we 
relied on our established relationships with organizations 
and individuals in the region. As such, the researchers 
operated under the assumption that participants exist 
in their own networks of relationships and engagement. 
Nonetheless, such challenges in participation resulted in 
gaps in food system actors, organizations, communities, 
and social groups that participated in the workshops.

Due to project resource and time constraints, the 
research did not effectively, and comprehensively, 
include relationship and trust building processes that 
are appropriate and sensitive to specific engagement 
considerations for food system actors (e.g., producers, 
labourers, processors) and certain impacted groups, 
such as people with lived experience of poverty or 
housing insecurity, racialized groups, and Indigenous 
communities. Such limitations ultimately resulted in 
conspicuous gaps in participation. The survey broadened 
participation; for example, unlike the workshops, the 
majority (77%) of survey respondents identified as being of 
Asian descent and multiple respondents indicating having 

lived experience with food insecurity issues due to the 
pandemic (Newell & Dring, 2022). However, engagement 
through a survey is shallower than in the workshops, 
and it does not enable the bidirectional interaction 
needed for PR work (Castleden et al., 2012); thus, lack of 
comprehensive representation was ultimately considered 
a major limitation of this work.

I just wanted to point out that I don’t think we 
really capture the Indigenous perspective here 
because many of our First Nations communities 
still rely on traditional ways and means of 
accessing food, and we haven’t really addressed 
what all of these environmental impacts will have 
on that. And I think at some point in time, it will 
be nice to connect with Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers from the various communities and see if 
they can add to this. (Workshop 2 participant)

Capacity Limitations
Capacity limitations of certain food systems stakeholders 
resulted in gaps in participation. Comprehensive sectoral 
representation was not achieved in this research, with 
notable gaps in those directly working in the areas of food 
production, processing, and retail. Unlike the challenges/
issues related to engagement and recruitment noted 
above, these groups and communities were accessible to 
the researchers in that representatives were involved in the 
food networks previously discussed. However, barriers for 
these groups participating included challenges attending 
workshops while busy with their work. For example, 
Workshop 1 was in the summer, which is an extremely 
busy season for farmers, farm and food labourers, and 
food retailers. Therefore, although the workshops involved 
participants that work with various food system actors 
and organizations, these voices in many cases were not 
directly involved in the workshops.

The issue with capacity and participation in PR also 
relates to people’s ability to access research activities. As 
noted, online engagement was necessary for this project, 
and it carried benefits for the research process. However, it 
also created barriers to participation for certain vulnerable 
groups. This became apparent when a participant, who 
worked in the social services sector, discussed how 
reliable access to Internet was beneficial for their ability to 
access food during the pandemic; although this comment 
was directed toward food access, it also alluded to the 
ability (or lack thereof) of certain groups to participate in 
online workshops. Once again, the voices of these groups 
were represented by proxy (i.e., through social sector 
representatives), rather than directly.

I think in terms of at least impacts, I would say a 
massive amount has to do with socioeconomic 
status. I think about some of my privileges and 
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what I’ve been able to do in the pandemic, 
especially as grocery stores became kind of like a 
place of threat and a place to avoid and the ability 
to have Internet access to be able to purchase 
things online. (Workshop 1 participant)

Real-World Issues
As noted above, the project activities occurred during times 
where a series of real-world hazard events were impacting 
food systems, perhaps the most salient example of this 
being the historic flooding event that impacted the FVRD 
in the fall of 2021. This synchronicity affected the research 
in multiple ways. One effect was to reduce workshop 
participation, as some were unable to attend workshops 
due to being too occupied with the emergency response 
to the flood event. Another way it affected the research 
was by elevating particular topics in the workshop 
discussions; for instance, although Workshop 2 involved 
exploring 10 different hazards and their potential impact 
on food systems, current and recent hazards (i.e., flooding, 
fires, and heat events) featured more prominently in the 
discussion, due to being top-of-mind.

We just acknowledged that these are not discrete 
hazards. They can happen at the same time, in 
fact, you could argue we’re doing that right now 
with the flood in the middle of the pandemic, 
for example, freshet season, which is a high-risk 
flooding season overlaps with the beginning of fire 
season. (Workshop 2 participant)

Well, I started with flooding [in the spatial 
mapping activity] because that’s where my mind 
went. (Workshop 2 participant)

Online Tool Constraints
Participants for the most part expressed positive 
comments about the online activities; however, 
limitations in the tools were also clearly identified. In 
particular, a number of participants found the spatial 
mapping activity frustrating due to both technical and 
conceptual limitations. In terms of technical aspects, 
the tool embedded in the CoLabS platform only allowed 
for point data to be drawn on maps, whereas some 
participants indicated the issues and impacts that they 
identified relate to areas rather than specific locations 
and are better represented through polygon data. The 
trans-jurisdictional nature of certain vulnerabilities 
was noted during the workshop, and it was expressed 
by participants that the inability to identify areas (i.e., 
polygon data) was a limitation of the activity. In terms of 
conceptual issues, participants highlighted how certain 
hazards such as wildfire and conflict have difficult-to-
pinpoint origins that exist outside of the provided map 

space. In both cases, these issues may not have been 
experienced in an in-person workshop, where freeform 
drawing on paper maps could be done. An in-person 
freeform drawing approach would allow for area/polygon 
mapping, and it would also enable creative methods for 
identifying difficult-to-pinpoint, outside-of-map issues 
such as drawing of arrows on the border of the map 
pointing inward. However, in the case of this research, 
the workshop activities were limited by the technical 
functionality of the tools and applications used.

I wanted to drop a pin and be able to show the 
effect across a larger area, such as, for example, 
there are a number of communities in North 
Mission and out in the electoral area to our east 
that are susceptible both to flight and to wildfire… 
a circle function for the map would be nice. 
(Workshop 2 participant)

Difficult to address environmental hazards that 
come from outside places like how do I pinpoint 
an affected area when often, you know, if you’re 
dealing with wildfire in Chilliwack, you’re not 
actually dealing with a wildfire, you’re dealing with 
the smoke? (Workshop 2 participant)

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this project was to reflect upon the 
challenges and vulnerabilities that the COVID-19 
pandemic has revealed about local food systems, 
ultimately to use this understanding to stimulate 
thinking about how to increase resilience to a variety 
of future shocks. Such work involves exploring linkages 
among different hazards, vulnerabilities, and impacts, 
which requires systems thinking and integrated planning 
perspectives. Researchers argue that integrated planning 
should involve participatory processes (Ling et al., 2009), 
and by extension, applied research designed to support 
integrated planning should also be participatory in nature 
(Newell et al., 2020). Illustrating these points is Jentoft and 
Chuenpagdee’s (2009) comment on governance, noting 
it to be “more effective if it occurs where the problem is 
felt (or where the opportunity actually appears), and in 
co-operation with those who are affected by it” (pg. 557). 
Instead of conducting vulnerability assessment based on 
historical environment and socioeconomic data such as 
done in other research (e.g., Bruno Soares et al., 2012), 
the PR approach employed in this work draws from both 
the professional and lived experiences of community 
members and their fellow community members during 
shock events. In this way, the study leveraged the expertise 
of community actors, while also engaging participants 
as humans and community members affected (or with 
friends and family affected) by hazards explored in the 
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study. Such a PR approach enabled community reflections 
on the lessons COVID-19 provided on food systems 
vulnerabilities, using diverse expert and personal lenses.

Relationship and trust building are essential, and 
sometimes challenging activities, for conducting effective 
PR projects (Hacker et al., 2012). One of the approaches 
used in this research for building and strengthening 
relationships involved the researchers participating in 
local food network organisations. Such an approach was 
effective in terms of developing interest and engaging 
participants in the project, as well as for enhancing 
the potential of the research being implemented into 
practice (e.g., researchers were subsequently invited to 
strategic planning meetings). However, the researchers’ 
participation in local food networks may have potentially 
affected recruitment and representation. Although 
the research primarily employed a purposive sampling 
method, inviting members of the food network 
organizations due to having access to this network could 
be considered akin to convenience sampling, which 
is a sampling approach with limitations to participant 
comprehensiveness (Etikan et al., 2016).

Limitations around participation also occurred due to 
the nature of the engagement and relationship building 
activities. Jimmy et al. (2019) discuss how engaging with 
Indigenous and racialized communities in sustainability 
issues requires long-term engagement and relationship 
building, as well as recognition of differences in diverse 
ways of knowing. Project constraints did not enable 
sufficient time for long-term relationship building and 
additional workshops that are based on diverse ways 
of knowing, and as a result, the research experienced 
low representation from these communities. This being 
said, the survey broadened engagement in the project, 
with stronger representation from racialized groups 
(Newell & Dring, 2022). However, surveys (particularly 
quantitative instruments) do not allow for transparent 
bidirectional engagement (Andrews et al., 2011), which 
is needed for enabling the co-learning involved in PR work 
(Castleden et al., 2012). To some degree, the research 
activities done in this project mirror different degrees 
of engagement outlined in Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of 
citizen participation, with the surveys fitting within lower 
“consultation” levels of the ladder and the workshops 
aligning with higher participation levels. Therefore, 
although the surveys were useful from broadening input 
and understanding of community experiences, it is fair 
to say that this research activity ultimately did little to 
increase inclusion in actual PR processes.

Another challenge experienced in this research included 
the real-time occurrence of hazards during the months 
that workshops were held. Such events created a context 
where the non-pandemic hazards were explored not as 
hypotheticals, but as real-world issues that are perhaps 
of more present concern than COVID-19. As a result, 
workshops with the initial aim to explore a variety of 
hazards tended toward particular issues and topics (e.g., 

the flooding in the Fraser Valley region) with respect to the 
workshop discussion and participant comments. The project 
ran over several seasons, and it explored a wide variety 
of locally-relevant environmental, socioeconomic, and 
political hazards; therefore, a distinct possibility existed that 
one of these hazard events would occur and be front-of-
mind during the course of the research. A key learning here 
is that researchers who work with communities to examine 
real-world problems embedded in complex sustainability 
issues must be flexible in that they allow the focus of their 
research projects and activities to shift in accordance with 
current and most critical knowledge needs.

An interesting finding from this research was how 
the participants initially found the temporal aspects of 
the first workshop to be a challenge, but then employed 
temporal thinking in subsequent workshops. Although it 
adds complexity, exploring food systems issues through 
a temporal lens is valuable for long-term food systems 
resilience planning (e.g., Carey et al., 2021; Savary et al., 
2020). Scholars that work in the areas of participatory 
planning and participatory research often discuss the 
importance of ensuring effective communication and 
engagement, which avoids overly complex presentation 
of topics/issues and jargon (e.g., De Bruin & Morgan, 2019; 
Portman et al., 2012). However, as evidenced by this 
research, this does not mean shying away from complexity 
altogether, as non-academic collaborators are able to 
expand their ability to engage in complex sustainability 
issues and topics. The challenge for PR work is to design 
activities and engage diverse team members in discussions 
in ways that do not overwhelm them with complexity, 
while also not over-simplifying the problems explored.

In addition to the application of a PR approach, this 
research experimented with the use of online tools for 
facilitating engagement and collaboration around a local 
sustainability issue. The CoLabS platform used in this work 
was designed to be flexible so that different tools can be 
embedded depending on the needs of the users (Jost et 
al., 2021), and this degree of flexibility demonstrated to be 
useful as the workshops were developed in a manner that 
built on previous work, which required adding tools as new 
workshop activities were designed/planned. In addition, 
the digital platform offered new ways of engaging 
participants, allowing them to input ideas in the CoLabS 
space while also participating in online discussions, and 
this was noted to be advantageous for brainstorming.

The online approach also held shortcomings. 
This was in part due to limited functionality of the 
CoLabS tools; however, it is important to recognize 
that online engagement in PR will ultimately result in 
the participation of people who are comfortable with 
Internet technologies and have capacity to work in 
online spaces, potentially excluding some community 
members. Conversely, shifting completely to in-person 
engagement may discourage participation of those 
particularly vulnerable and concerned about contracting 
the COVID-19 virus. As the communities and societies 
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continue to negotiate how to work and live within the 
new COVID-19 reality, it is important to consider and 
experiment diverse and hybrid options for engagement 
that enable higher degrees of inclusivity.

CONCLUSION

Participatory processes are integral to sustainability and 
resilience planning, as involving diverse stakeholders 
ensures planning practices and outcomes are grounded 
in local social, economic, environmental, and cultural 
contexts and realities (Ling et al., 2009). It thus follows 
that research designed to support this type of planning 
should also be participatory in nature (Newell et al., 
2021). Accordingly, the project documented in this paper 
employed a PR approach to gain insights on food systems 
vulnerabilities and ways of building resilience in the Fraser 
Valley region. As seen with all research, this work had 
limitations and challenges. Food systems are complex, 
and due to time constraints, it was not feasible to engage 
every actor and stakeholder in local food systems. In 
addition, the researchers/participants contended with 
real-world hazard events during the project.

No research effort is perfect, and instead of dismissing 
the value of the work due to such limitations, researchers 
should be transparent about the shortcomings to provide 
appropriate context for knowledge outcomes. For example, 
the gaps in representation were identified by both 
researchers and participants in the workshops, as well as in 
knowledge products (e.g., Dring & Newell, 2021). Moreover, 
it is important for PR researchers to embrace the ‘messiness’ 
of this form of work, meaning their projects should be 
adaptable and responsive to emerging real-world issues. 
By taking such an approach, research can be nimble in that 
it can follow new pathways in pursuit of the production of 
useful knowledge for a community, as opposed to being 
rigid and mired in a set plan that does not necessarily 
respond to changing conditions and local needs.
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