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Abstract 

The climate crisis is an existential threat to modern society. Climate researchers are in an important position, with their 10 

academic knowledge of climate, to engage with the issue of climate change through advocacy. It has been explored how 

climate researchers in academia navigate their engagement, but not how climate researchers affiliated with governmental 

institutes do so. Considering their unique position in the science and policymaking nexus, we conducted 14 interviews with 

researchers at different Dutch government-funded knowledge organizations that support policy-making with (scientific) 

knowledge to understand how they engage with climate change. Separating the responses into fundamental epistemological 15 

and ontological arguments for and against advocacy, we find that climate researchers at these government-funded knowledge 

organizations see opportunities for advocacy, but also see concerns. While some of these concerns are similar to those working 

in academia (including on the dissonant tone of the action, pressure from managers and colleagues, and lack of time), we also 

find concerns unique to working at a government-funded knowledge organization – such as their role as civil servants including 

their independence and impartiality, the mismatch with the institutional identity, and unclear rules about what is allowed. We 20 

suggest that researchers at government-funded knowledge organizations delineate their roles and responsibilities within society 

more clearly, following a value-based approach.  

1 Introduction 

Climate scientists navigate an increasingly complex landscape as they seek to communicate their science to broader audiences. 

In doing so, they face challenges related to: 1) common barriers to public engagement (e.g., lack of time and fear of failure); 25 

2) difficulties in translating highly complex scientific knowledge into accessible messages; 3) societies in which climate 

skepticism, misinformation, and harassment of scientists flourish; and, finally, 4) debates over whether scientists may, in fact, 

be considered ‘activists’ (van Eck, 2023). Yet, given the imminent threat of the climate crisis (Calvin et al., 2023), a majority 

of climate scientists worldwide are willing to engage in societal action related to climate change (Dablander et al., 2024). 

Motivations to engage are worries about the climate, their perceived responsibility as a scientist, and the perceived ability to 30 

shape public discourse and influence climate-related policy (Dablander et al., 2024; van Eck, 2023; Messling et al., 2025). 

Scientists increasingly voice their concern through engaging in climate activism, such as participating in disruptive protests. 
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These actions spark scholarly and public debates on the role(s) that scientists have in society and whether engaging in advocacy 

or activism is desired for researchers, as some argue that it hurts scientists’ credibility and science reputation (Messling et al., 

2025). While we acknowledge that communicative acts may be perceived as advocacy depending on the messenger, audience, 35 

and context, here we follow Finnerty et al. (2026) to define advocacy as the “act of persuading or arguing in support of a 

specific cause, policy, idea, or set of values” (Pezzullo and Cox, 2022).  

A recent literature review on this debate shows that the answer to this question is multifaceted and context-dependent (Finnerty 

et al., 2026). A growing number of studies demonstrate that climate advocacy by scientists does not necessarily undermine 

their credibility (e.g., Dablander et al., 2024; Van Sebille et al., 2026). Rather, its effects depend on a range of factors, including 40 

the issue being advocated for (Kotcher et al., 2017), whether scientists employ a personal or scientific narrative (van Eck and 

van der Meer, 2025), and whether credibility or objectivity is used as the outcome of interest (Cologna et al., 2021). More 

research is therefore needed to further elucidate the conditions under which scientists can engage responsibly in advocacy for 

climate action. 

This emerging body of research has not yet focused on researchers employed at government-funded knowledge organizations, 45 

despite their particularly interesting and distinctive position at the science–policy interface. Compared to researchers employed 

at universities, they operate in much closer proximity to policymaking processes, by providing an evidence base for 

governments to make informed decisions, which may amplify existing concerns about scientists abusing their position to 

influence policy decisions (Messling et al., 2025; Pielke Jr., 2007). At the same time, these researchers employed at 

government-funded knowledge organizations are embedded within governmental institutions and are expected to balance 50 

scientific norms with the obligations and expectations associated with public service. As a result, questions surrounding 

independence, neutrality, credibility, and appropriate role conduct may take on a different meaning in this context than in 

academia. Drawing on a framework by Messling et al. (2025), our research therefore examines the fundamental 

epistemological and ontological concerns that shape climate researchers’ decisions at government-funded knowledge 

organizations to engage in or refrain from climate advocacy. 55 

We perform this research in the Dutch context, conducting 14 interviews with researchers employed at Dutch 

‘Rijkskennisinstellingen’ (government-funded knowledge organizations). Although the Dutch constitution guarantees freedom 

of speech, government employees often face pressure to refrain from publicly expressing views that might conflict with their 

official roles. The Netherlands has a complex government research landscape in which research is not embedded within 

ministries but provided by advisory councils, assessment agencies, and external partners, which support policy with scientific 60 

knowledge in areas such as health, the economy, education, climate, while remaining partially government-funded and linked 

to ministries (Diercks and Diederen, 2019). Employees at these government-funded knowledge organizations are civil servants 

subject to the Ambtenarenwet (Central and Local Government Personnel Act) and the civil service integrity code (Ministerie 

van Algemene Zaken, 2025), which demand avoidance of conflicts of interest and restraint in public expressions that could 

compromise their duties or the functioning of the civil service. The Gedragscode Integriteit Rijk extends this loyalty 65 
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requirement to private behaviour and restricts personal expressions in one’s own policy domain, a constraint reinforced by the 

Wet Open Overheid (WOO), which makes internal communication publicly accessible and may deter private expressions in a 

professional setting. These norms can clash with constitutional freedom of expression (Slegers, 2024). In parallel, scientists 

must follow the Code of Conduct for Research Integrity—honesty, care, transparency, independence, responsibility—which 

applies to anyone with a doctorate acting as a scientist, though it does not explicitly regulate personal expressions or advocacy 70 

and is not formally underwritten by government agencies. 

 

2 Methods 

2.1 Design 

In this study, we employed a qualitative, exploratory approach with individual semi-structured interviews. Fourteen climate 75 

researchers from KNMI (Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute), Rijkswaterstaat (Directorate General for Public Works 

and Water Management), RIVM (National Institute for Public Health and the Environment), and PBL (Netherlands 

Environmental Assessment Agency) were interviewed to gain insight into their considerations concerning their views on 

climate advocacy. We used semi-structured interviews because this allowed us to gain a deep yet nuanced understanding of 

personal experiences and dilemmas. We collected the data in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the Geo-Science Ethics 80 

Board of Utrecht University. 

2.2 Data collection 

Participants were found using snowball sampling (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981) through contacts at government-funded 

knowledge organizations of the first and last authors. These initial contacts were asked to suggest further potential participants 

– in order to ensure we could map the broad range of arguments and considerations of researchers working at government-85 

funded knowledge organizations. From the suggested pool, a random selection of participants was contacted.  

In total, the lead author conducted fourteen interviews between July and October 2025. All participants were employed by one 

of the government-funded knowledge organizations (specific distribution between the government-funded knowledge 

organizations not disclosed for anonymity reasons). All participants had job titles such as “researcher”, “advisor” and 

“scientific employee” and were involved in research, although some expressed uncertainty about whether their roles qualified 90 

them as government researchers, since the government-funded knowledge organizations do not always have clearly defined 

researcher roles. Some participants were also affiliated with a university through an academic title or had a doctorate. 

A semi-structured topic guide (Appendix A) was developed, inspired by Dablander et al. (2024), covering the following topics: 

1) motivation for working at the government-funded knowledge organization; 2) types of advocacy undertaken; 3) personal 

motivations for engagement; and 4) perceived limitations related to their role at the government-funded knowledge 95 
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organization. Probing questions were asked when appropriate (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). The interview guide was pre-tested 

on a fellow-student of the first author. 

The interviews lasted an average of 40 minutes (minimum: 20 minutes; maximum 73 minutes) and were held in Dutch. All 

interviews were conducted face-to-face, with most at the offices of the government-funded knowledge organization and some 

at the participants’ homes. All interviews were audio-recorded after obtaining written informed consent. Data collection ended 100 

when saturation (Saunders et al., 2018) was reached, which was after fourteen interviews: additional interviews yielded no 

new themes or insights relevant to the research question.  

2.3 Data analysis 

We started by transcribing the data verbatim using automatic transcription software (Amberscript), anonymizing the data, and 

familiarizing ourselves with the data (Bird, 2005). Next, we employed a combination of deductive and inductive coding, using 105 

NVivo software (version 15.3). Based on the topics of the interview guide, we started the analysis with three deductive main 

categories of “Motivations”, “Barriers”, and “Types of Engagement” and identified codes within these categories through a 

process of open coding. This process resulted in 17 codes within the Motivations code group, 26 in the Barriers code group, 

and 13 for the Types of engagement. Subsequently, we started merging codes to avoid having identical codes that were phrased 

slightly different and create a more insightful overview. Additionally, we added a new deductive coding category, “Barriers 110 

related to the government-funded knowledge organization,” to enable a more nuanced analysis of researchers working at 

government-funded knowledge organizations in comparison to researchers working at universities. This category also allowed 

us to distinguish between barriers related to interviewees’ professional roles and those stemming from their personal, more 

general convictions (e.g., a perceived mismatch between their personality and activism). To ensure consistency and accuracy, 

we iteratively recoded the entire dataset and systematically applied the new categories and codes throughout all data. After 115 

this step, we ended up with 15 codes for motivations/barriers and 10 for types of engagement. The final codebook consisted 

of four themes: “Motivations”, “Barriers”, “The barriers related to the government-funded knowledge organization”, and 

“Types of advocacy and activism” (Appendix B). 

In the meantime, to ensure reproducibility of the analysis and avoid personal biases, a second coder coded a section of the 

anonymized interviews with the established codebook (O’Connor and Joffe, 2020). After this first round, we compared the 120 

codes for each interview answer and refined the codebook based on the different interpretations, which in turn changed the 

coding. Subsequently, there was ‘sufficient’ agreement. The agreement was calculated with the binary variant of 

Krippendorff’s alpha per code theme, measuring consensus on the presence (or absence) of the themes (Hayes and 

Krippendorff, 2007). A minimum of α ≥ 0.80 was chosen as a measure of reliability, as is usual and recommended for 

exploratory studies (Philipp et al., 2023). After the first codebook refinement, the lowest Krippendorff's alpha was 0.82. 125 

Finally, after these rounds, we inductively identified the higher-level themes concerning the fundamental ontological and 

epistemological considerations the participants voiced (for example “Defence of science and factual integrity”) and presented 
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them in a table distinguishing between epistemological and ontological concerns and whether advocacy is needed or threatens 

(inspired by the Table of Messling et al., 2025). The identified themes (as presented in Table 1) were cross-checked with the 

data to ensure the reliability of themes. After this round, the table was further refined to accurately reflect nuances in 130 

interviewee’s responses, for example by distinguishing between abuse of position as either a government representative or 

researcher representing the science. 

3. Results 

Based on the interview data, we identified the fundamental concerns of researchers employed at government-funded 

knowledge organizations regarding whether to engage in or refrain from climate advocacy (see Table 1). Importantly, 135 

participants could not be neatly categorized into one position. Rather, they articulated arguments on both sides of the debate 

and at times even contradicted themselves, underscoring the contested and ambivalent nature of this issue. 

Regarding epistemological concerns, participants expressed, on the one hand, that advocacy may threaten the integrity of 

knowledge production. In particular, they feared that advocacy could undermine organizational independence and impartiality. 

They also worried that advocacy might compromise objectivity, potentially resulting in biased knowledge production or, at 140 

the very least, in perceptions of bias. On the other hand, some argued that advocacy is necessary to safeguard knowledge 

production from precisely such external pressures, emphasizing that science should be defended against misinformation and 

that factual evidence ought to prevail. 

Regarding ontological concerns, participants raised concerns that engaging in advocacy could constitute a misuse of their 

position. This position was described in terms of two interconnected roles: that of a civil servant representing the government, 145 

and that of a researcher representing science. At the same time, participants also articulated a responsibility to engage in and 

shape public and political debate. From this perspective, advocacy was framed as part of their moral duty as both citizens and 

civil servants to act in the public interest. 

In the following sections, we unpack each of these fundamental concerns in more detail. 

 150 

 Epistemological considerations 

Integrity of knowledge production 

Ontological considerations 

Role of researchers at government-funded knowledge 

organizations in society 

Advocacy threatens Independence and impartiality 

Objectivity and unbiased science 

Abuse of position as government representative 

Abuse of position as researcher representing science 

Advocacy is needed Defence of science and factual integrity Engaging in and shaping public and political debate 

Moral duty as citizen and civil servant 



6 
 

Table 1. Participants considerations to avoid or engage in climate advocacy 

 

3.1 The participants’ considerations against advocacy 

3.1.1 Epistemological concern: Independence and impartiality  

Participants expressed concerns that engaging in advocacy could undermine their independence and impartiality. They feared 155 

that taking explicit positions or aligning with activist actors might expose them to undue influence or create the perception that 

their work is no longer neutral. This concern was not only about actual interference, but also about maintaining appropriate 

distance from political and societal actors in order to safeguard the legitimacy of their work. 

Several participants reflected on the institutional conditions under which their work takes place, emphasizing that 

independence is not absolute but shaped by structural dependencies. In particular, reliance on government funding was 160 

mentioned as a potential constraint. As one participant noted, although the institute presents itself as independent, “the money 

still comes from The Hague,” which may influence how openly critical the organization can be. This was also linked to a 

perceived need for caution in public communication, especially in a polarized political climate. 

Participants further highlighted that independence requires actively managing potential conflicts of interest. For example, one 

interviewee described being involved in the evaluation of political party programmes while personally knowing some of the 165 

actors involved. Rather than leading to bias, this situation prompted them to be “extra strict” and to adhere closely to factual 

and objective standards. At the same time, such situations were experienced as illustrating the tension inherent in maintaining 

impartiality. 

More broadly, participants pointed to a structural tension between advocacy and independence. Some questioned whether it is 

possible to remain an independent researcher while pursuing activist goals, particularly when these involve a predefined 170 

normative stance. As one participant reflected, having a specific goal may make it more difficult to remain open to evidence 

that contradicts that position. 

Others emphasized that independence must be maintained not only in practice, but also in perception. As one participant 

explained, researchers need to be “so independent that no one can doubt the facts,” as otherwise they risk being seen as just 

another advocacy organization. This concern extended to how and when knowledge is communicated, with some participants 175 

suggesting that being too outspoken could undermine the perceived neutrality of the institute. 

Taken together, these accounts suggest that independence is not a fixed or clearly defined property, but an ongoing 

accomplishment that researchers must continuously negotiate in practice. It is shaped by institutional dependencies, role 

expectations, and strategic considerations, and requires active management of both relationships and perceptions. 
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3.1.2 Epistemological concern: Objectivity and unbiased science  180 

Closely related to concerns about independence and impartiality, participants also worried that advocacy could compromise 

their objectivity and scientific integrity. However, whereas concerns about independence primarily relate to researchers’ 

position vis-à-vis external actors, concerns about objectivity refer more directly to the process of knowledge production itself. 

Participants feared that engaging in advocacy, for instance by joining organizations such as Extinction Rebellion or adopting 

a more activist tone in public communication, could lead to biased science or, at the very least, to perceptions of bias. 185 

Some participants explicitly reflected on objectivity as a core professional norm guiding their work. They emphasized the 

importance of adhering to scientific standards such as transparency, falsifiability, and openness, even within the constraints of 

a policy context. As one participant explained, their role is to ensure that all relevant facts are brought forward and that 

decisions are based on a rational and transparent process, regardless of personal views.  

Another participant highlighted how considerations of objectivity also shape their behavior in public communication: 190 

“I also delete my posts after a while with that in mind. I don’t post things that directly relate to [topic of the institute]. That’s 

also a matter of propriety, I think — it’s part of being objective. (…) I once posted on LinkedIn that I had been at the climate 

march, and a colleague warned me that some people might take issue with that.” Participants thus not only emphasized the 

importance of producing unbiased knowledge, but also the need to avoid situations in which their objectivity could be 

questioned. 195 

3.1.3 Ontological concern: Abuse of position as government representative 

Participants also raised concerns that advocacy on a topic they did research on could constitute a misuse of their position as 

civil servants, because of role expectations of neutrality and loyalty. They thought it impossible to engage in advocacy as a 

private citizen, since it was deemed impossible to fully separate both roles. Participants referred to the Ambtenarenwet (2017), 

stating that civil servants must refrain from expressing opinions if doing so could compromise the proper performance of their 200 

duties and the functioning of the civil service. One interviewee shared: “As a civil servant, it is your job and your duty to be 

impartial, not overly idealistic, and not biased.” 

These role expectations were often reinforced through hierarchical and institutional dynamics. Participants described how 

boundaries of acceptable engagement were communicated by managers or colleagues, shaping what they perceived as 

appropriate behavior within their role. As one participant explained: “And then my department head at the time told me, ‘Well, 205 

you had better tone that down a bit; it overlaps too much with what you are doing here.’” Participants were fearful that if they 

violated these expectations, it could lead to missing out on a promotion or having a serious conversation with the manager. It 

must also be noted that some participants found it unclear which forms of advocacy were deemed acceptable at their institution, 

and which actions were unacceptable. For example, one participant described how they wondered about how participating in 

disruptive protests would have implications on their career, illustrating the answer is not straightforward: “Those 210 



8 
 

demonstrations are exciting, because you run the risk of being arrested. However, then you wonder, what will this mean for 

my job?” 

The organization’s identity was cited as another reason participants avoided advocacy, due to a perceived obligation to protect 

the organization’s reputation. Participants felt that when they engaged in activist actions, these could be associated with their 

organization. Their organizations voiced that their credibility could be jeopardized by such actions and that invisibility was a 215 

more appropriate strategy: “It was basically conveyed to me that you shouldn’t be too visible, because it could harm the image 

of [participants’ organization].” Some also described the organization as relatively strict, or as a context in which such actions 

were not considered fitting or open to challenge. This led some researchers to take actions anonymously, for example by 

attending protests without being publicly identifiable, or to refrain from engaging altogether. In some cases, participants 

contrasted their situation with that of universities or other government-funded knowledge organizations, where they expected 220 

fewer constraints related to institutional identity. As one participant explained: “I do not wish to harm [participant’s 

organization] through my personal statements.” 

Participants also questioned whether certain forms of advocacy were appropriate or effective given their role. For example, 

activities such as participating in protests, engaging in party politics, or adopting more confrontational forms of action were 

sometimes seen as misaligned with their professional identity or as unlikely to produce meaningful impact. Instead, participants 225 

emphasized that they could exert greater influence through their work within their government-funded knowledge 

organization. As one participant explained: “I think that in my job, I am in a position to have much more impact in other ways 

than by carrying a sign or shouting in the street.” 

Practical considerations also played a role. Some participants described engagement in political processes as overly 

bureaucratic, time-consuming, or ineffective, which discouraged participation. 230 

3.1.4 Ontological concern: Abuse of position as researcher representing science 

Some participants argued that they primarily considered themselves as researchers that took on an advisory role, rather than 

civil servants. Participants reflected on their responsibility as researchers representing science. Some argued that engaging in 

advocacy could blur the boundary between science and activism, thereby undermining the authority of science itself. These 

concerns were closely tied to the importance that participants attached to maintaining scientific credibility. 235 

Participants emphasized that being seen as objective and trustworthy is central to their role, and that certain forms of advocacy 

could jeopardize this. For instance, joining activist organizations or adopting a more activist stance in public communication 

was seen as potentially undermining both personal and institutional credibility. As one participant explained: 

“Because my scientific credibility is my most important social and professional capital, and I do not want it taken away from 

me.” Another participant added: “Scientists, unlike other authorities, are still held in high regard. There is still a great deal of 240 

trust in science, so why would you want to give that up?”  
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Participants also expressed concerns about being associated with activist groups in ways that could instrumentalize their 

scientific identity. Some argued that scientists risk being used to legitimize activist agendas, which they perceived as difficult 

to reconcile with their role. As one participant explained, it is “very difficult to be a credible scientist and an active member of 

Extinction Rebellion,” as such involvement could ultimately lead to tensions or reputational risks. 245 

3.2 The participants’ considerations in support of advocacy 

3.2.1 Epistemological concern: Defence of science and factual integrity 

Participants emphasized that advocacy can be necessary to safeguard the integrity of knowledge production against external 

pressures, particularly misinformation. Participants described a motivation to uphold scientific principles and ensure that facts 

are accurately represented in public and political debates. This included correcting misinformation, informing broader 250 

audiences, and ensuring that knowledge is used in fair and transparent ways in policymaking. For some, this took the form of 

engaging on social media or participating in public discussions; for others, it involved working more closely with policymakers 

or societal actors. One participant explained: “Well, my main goal is to bring my knowledge of climate, air pollution, the 

environment, and nature to the forefront.” 

3.2.2 Ontological concern: Engaging in and shaping public and political debate 255 

A key justification for advocacy was the perceived role of researchers in contributing to and, at times, shaping public and 

political debate. Participants described their involvement in terms of providing input, raising concerns, making their voices 

heard, and ensuring that knowledge is considered in decision-making processes. This included not only holding the government 

to account, but also more broadly steering public discussions and giving direction to societal debates. 

These activities took various forms, including joining societal groups or political parties, participating in protests, engaging on 260 

social media, contributing to public discussions, and initiating conversations within their organizations about the boundaries 

of acceptable engagement. In this sense, advocacy was framed as an extension of their professional role, rather than as a 

personal or moral stance. As one participant noted: “I am not an activist in that regard, but I do have an opinion. Moreover, I 

make sure to voice it.” Some participants even mentioned that they felt advocacy was expected in their role. For example, one 

participant mentioned that “if you are a civil servant, the government expects you to have one foot in society and to stay 265 

connected with society. So that you are essentially societally engaged, and intrinsically this goes together with the fact that 

some civil servants will also want to express active societal engagement.” 

3.2.3 Ontological concern: Moral duty as citizen and civil servant  

Many participants additionally framed advocacy as a moral obligation, grounded in personal values and a sense of 

responsibility as both citizens and civil servants. These included motivations related to justice, human rights, and the perceived 270 

duty to act in the public interest.  
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Some participants explicitly connected their engagement to broader movements, including groups such as Extinction 

Rebellion, or referred to widely shared slogans such as “privilege to know, duty to act.” Advocacy was also reflected in 

everyday practices, such as sustainable lifestyle choices. 

A sense of urgency further reinforced this moral framing. Participants frequently referred to the scale and immediacy of the 275 

climate crisis, as well as frustration with perceived inaction or misinformation, as reasons to act. As one participant described: 

“I felt the urgency of the problem warranted a louder alarm. If your house is on fire, you do not calmly say, ‘Well, maybe we 

should do something.’ The house is on fire, so you run outside screaming.” 

4. Conclusions and Discussion 

This study explored the fundamental epistemological and ontological concerns that shape whether researchers employed at 280 

Dutch government-funded knowledge organizations engage in or refrain from climate advocacy. Based on the interviews, we 

find that these researchers navigate a complex set of considerations, including scientific norms, role conceptions, moral 

motivations, and institutional constraints. Rather than adhering to a single position, participants articulated arguments both for 

and against engagement, often simultaneously, highlighting the contested and ambivalent nature of advocacy within this 

context. Notably, the same epistemic values, such as objectivity, credibility, and the integrity of knowledge, were mobilized 285 

both to argue against and in favour of advocacy, a pattern also identified by Messling et al. (2025). 

A first key finding is a tension in how researchers employed at government-funded knowledge organizations understand their 

role in society. On the one hand, they position themselves as representatives of the government, bound by expectations of 

neutrality, loyalty, and appropriate conduct. On the other hand, they also emphasize a responsibility to critically engage with 

and, where necessary, hold that same government to account. This dual positioning creates an inherent tension: researchers are 290 

simultaneously embedded within governmental structures and expected to maintain a degree of critical distance from them. 

This finding adds a new layer of understanding to discussions about which roles researchers should follow (Pielke Jr., 2007; 

Post and Bienzeisler, 2024) as, in practice, researchers continuously negotiate roles and shift between them. This notion was 

also reflected in our findings in the sense that these researchers shifted between identities of civil servants shaping policy and 

researchers following scientific principles. Therefore, another relevant research avenue could be to investigate how individuals 295 

cross the boundary between academia and government – and what this means for their professional practice and 

communication. 

A second key finding concerns the strong emphasis on independence. Compared to studies focusing on university-based 

researchers (Messling et al., 2025), participants in this study more frequently framed their considerations in terms of 

independence rather than bias or “biased science.” While concerns about objectivity and credibility were present, independence 300 

was often articulated in relation to institutional positioning, such as dependence on government funding or proximity to policy 

processes. This suggests a shift from viewing epistemic responsibility primarily in terms of the content of knowledge (e.g., 
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absence of bias) to understanding it in terms of one’s position within institutional and political structures. In this sense, 

independence emerges not as a fixed property, but as something that is continuously negotiated and enacted in practice 

(Hallström and Larsson, 2019). More generally, this finding suggests that epistemological expectations about knowledge 305 

production are not articulated in isolation, but are mediated through the role expectations associated with these institutes. These 

expectations lead researchers to actively manage their identities in practice (Finnerty et al., 2024b), for example by posting 

content and subsequently deleting it. 

A third notable finding is that participants were highly concerned with the credibility and reputation of the institute they worked 

for. In comparison, while previous research has shown that scientists are concerned with the credibility of science as a whole 310 

(e.g., Kotcher et al., 2017; Messling et al., 2025; Van Sebille et al., 2026), and the scientist themselves, researchers working 

for universities appear less concerned about their university’s credibility. Therefore, this distinction is particularly 

characteristic of researchers working within government-funded knowledge organizations. This finding likely reflects their 

closer institutional embedding and helps explain why considerations such as visibility, tone, and association with activism are 

evaluated not only in terms of scientific norms, but also in terms of institutional consequences.  315 

Beyond these key differences, this study also identified several similarities with existing literature on scientists’ engagement. 

Positive drivers such as moral responsibility, concern about the urgency of the climate crisis, the desire to inform public debate, 

and the motivation to translate scientific knowledge into societal impact are widely documented (e.g., Agostini and Van 

Zomeren, 2021; Dablander et al., 2024; Finnerty et al., 2024b). Likewise, barriers such as concerns about credibility, the 

perceived tone of activism, lack of impact, and personal fit with certain forms of engagement align with previous findings 320 

(Dablander et al., 2024; van Eck, 2023; Finnerty et al., 2024a).  

This study has several limitations. First, the definition of “researchers” varied across government-funded knowledge 

organizations. While some institutes employ clearly defined research roles, others use broader or more ambiguous job 

descriptions. To address this, we adopted an inclusive definition of researchers as individuals involved in producing, 

synthesizing, or translating knowledge. While this allowed for a broader sample, it also introduced heterogeneity that may 325 

limit comparability across organizations. Second, the study assumed a degree of homogeneity between organizations that, in 

practice, proved to be limited. Dutch government-funded knowledge organizations differ significantly in their positioning, 

ranging from institutes closely aligned with ministries to those identifying more strongly as independent scientific bodies. 

These differences likely influence how advocacy is perceived and practiced. Third, the use of snowball sampling may have 

introduced selection bias. Although efforts were made to include diverse perspectives, the topic may have attracted participants 330 

with a stronger interest in or opinion on advocacy, potentially leading to overrepresentation of certain views. Fourth, the study 

is limited to the Dutch context, which may reduce the transferability of the findings. Finally, only researchers currently 

employed at these organizations were included. As a result, the findings may underrepresent barriers that lead individuals to 

leave such institutions. Therefore, we encourage that similar studies be done in other national, institutional, and policy contexts, 

where the boundary arrangements may be different. 335 
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This study provides insight into how researchers within government-funded knowledge organizations navigate advocacy and 

highlights the importance of institutional context in shaping these considerations. For practice, these findings suggest that 

government-funded organizations could benefit from explicitly addressing the role of researchers in public and political 

debates. Clarifying expectations regarding advocacy and independence, discussing acceptable forms of engagement, and 

providing guidance may help reduce uncertainty and support researchers in navigating these tensions. Existing initiatives, such 340 

as internal discussions and guidelines on engagement, provide promising examples. Government-funded organizations could 

adopt a value-based perspective grounded in the philosophy of science to distinguish between ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ 

forms of value influence in both their research (e.g., the formulation of research questions, choice of methods, and 

interpretation of findings) and their science communication (e.g., explicit policy advocacy, civil disobedience in lab coats), 

drawing on the fundamental concerns identified in the literature (Douglas, 2015; van Eck et al., 2024; Messling et al., 2025). 345 

For future research, further studies could explore similar dynamics in other policy domains beyond climate change, or compare 

different national contexts to assess how institutional arrangements shape engagement. In addition, ethnographic research 

within individual organizations could provide further insight into how organizational culture influences the negotiation of roles 

and responsibilities at the science–policy interface, and how perceptions of independence are enacted in practice.  
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Appendix A: Interview Scheme 

Approximate 

time (minutes) 

Questions (translated from Dutch) 

0-5 Hello, my name is Niels Koppelaar. I'm a master's student in Science Education & Communication 

and I'm researching the social engagement of climate researchers at national knowledge institutions. 

The interview will cover your work at [government-funded knowledge organization], as well as your 

engagement with civic issues outside of it. 

The results of the interview will be treated anonymously, so feel free to answer openly and honestly. 

It's also perfectly fine if you don't want to answer anything. We can stop the interview at any time if 

you feel uncomfortable. 

The interview will last approximately 30 minutes. We have plenty of time, so feel free to answer at 

length. I'd like to record it so I can focus on a proper conversation now and review it more thoroughly 

later. Is that okay with you? We have plenty of time for all your questions, so feel free to give lengthy 

answers as well. That's helpful for my research. 

I included a consent form and an information letter in my invitation. You signed the consent form. Do 

you have any questions or comments about the information letter or the consent form? 

5-8 Do you see yourself as a researcher? And/or as a civil servant? Why? 

Why did you choose to work for [government-funded knowledge organization]? 

Probe: and why not at a ministry/academia/research institute outside the government? 
 

8-15 Are you civically engaged on climate issues? 
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How do you engage civically on climate issues? 

Probe: Social media, political engagement, statement-making clothing, financial support, 

conversations with friends, protest marches 

Are you a member of/active in a political party? (You don't need to say which one.) 

Do you also express yourself on these issues within [government-funded knowledge organization]? 

Do you ‘influence the conversation’? 
 

15-18 What drives your civic engagement? Why do you choose this? Or: Why aren't you engaged? 

• Probe: Is there a specific moment that motivated you? 

• Probe: What is your goal/not your goal? 

Do you feel any limitations in engaging with social issues, or do you have any doubts? If so, what are 

they? 

18-25 Do you see your engagement as part of your work as a civil servant, as researcher, or as a private 

individual? 

• Can you explain this? What do you think the difference is? 

• Or: If you were engaged, would you do this as a researcher, a civil servant, or a private individual? 

What role does your work within [government-funded knowledge organization] play in your choice 

for social engagement? 

• Does it give you more freedom to express yourself, or do you feel limited?  

25-30 Thank you so much for sharing your experiences. I learned a lot from this. Is there anything else 

you'd like to add? 

What did you think of the conversation? 

If there's anything else you'd like to add, or if you no longer wish to participate in my research, please 

feel free to let me know by email. 

Thanks again for this conversation! 

 General probes: 

• Can you expand on that? 

• Can you give an example? 

• Why do you think that? 

• How do you feel about that? 
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Appendix B: Codebook 

Name Description 

1. Considerations for action This category includes the considerations individuals have when deciding whether or not to 

engage in advocacy and activism. 

Negative  

Fear of losing credibility Individual is concerned that engaging in the action may harm their scientific and/or 

professional credibility. 

Wrong tone of action The action is perceived as having negative consequences, being too risky or extreme, 

provoking strong resistance, or conflicting with the law. 

Critique of the system The individual perceives the process or form of the action as inherently flawed, for example, 

because it is too bureaucratic or does not lead to qualitatively sound outcomes. 

Unsuitable personality The individual lacks time for the action or feels it does not suit their personality or way of 

working. Other person-related reasons are also included in this category. 

Lack of impact The individual believes that the action does not lead to sufficient impact or meaningful 

results. 

Positive  

Science- or knowledge-

driven 

The individual engages in the action for scientific reasons or to contribute knowledge. 

Moral- or value-driven The consideration is driven by moral values or a sense of responsibility, often linked to the 

desire to make an impact. 

Problem-driven The individual is motivated by the scale or urgency of the problem, or by frustration with 

existing policies. 

Giving direction The individual wants to make their voice heard, steer the societal debate, or hold those in 

power accountable. 

Connection The individual engages in the action to experience a sense of connection or solidarity with 

others, or with society or reality more broadly. 
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Name Description 

2. - barriers related to the 

government-funded 

knowledge organization 

 

Conflict with work subject Engagement outside of work is difficult or impossible due to overlap in the topic on which 

the individual works. 

Pressure from manager or 

colleagues 

The individual experiences pressure from managers or colleagues regarding advocacy and 

activism, is required to seek permission explicitly, or fears negative career consequences. 

Unclear rules about what is 

allowed 

The individual experiences uncertainty about what forms of advocacy and activism are 

permitted within or by the government-funded knowledge organization. 

Institutional reputation The individual feels a need to protect the identity or reputation of the government-funded 

knowledge organization. The organization is the barrier. 

Perception of the role of a 

civil servant 

The individual believes advocacy and activism does not align with being a civil servant or 

feels constrained by their role as a government employee. The government is the barrier.  

3. Forms of advocacy and 

activism  

Actions that the individual reports engaging in. 

Active on social media Posting or sharing messages on social media platforms. 

Within the government-

funded knowledge 

organization 

Engagement in climate advocacy or activism within the government-funded knowledge 

organization. 

Physical statements Engaging in physical expressions such as posters in windows, stickers, or wearing clothing 

with a message. 

Conversations Having conversations about climate change with friends, family, or others (outside social 

media). 

Lifestyle Making sustainable choices in one’s lifestyle 
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Name Description 

Local policy Involvement in local sustainability policy, for example through municipal councils or local 

initiatives. 

Civil society organisation Being a member of or actively involved in a civil society organisation. 

Political party Being a member of or actively involved in a political party. 

Protests and marches Participating in protests or marches. 

Traditional media Expressing views on climate change in newspapers, on radio, or on television (not solely in 

a professional capacity). 

 370 
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