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Abstract
Marine research increasingly demands that early career researchers collaborate across disciplines, work with
diverse communities including Indigenous peoples, and navigate social‐ecological challenges characterised by
ambiguity, uncertainty, and contested values. Yet the conceptual tools needed to do this well—chief among
them reflexivity—are rarely taught in science training. This commentary argues that reflexivity (i.e., the practice
of actively and continuously examining how one’s position, assumptions, and subjectivity shape the research
process and its outcomes) is not an optional methodological add‐on, but a foundational practice for rigorous,
ethical, and inclusive inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine research. It is addressed primarily to early career
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researchers and their supervisors: people who can act on the strategies offered here within their own
research practice. We acknowledge that sustaining reflexive practice also requires institutional and
structural change—but that change is beyond the remit of any individual researcher. Rather, our focus is on
what individual researchers can integrate, practise, and lead by example: from writing a positionality
statement and asking reflexive planning questions, to active listening, peer dialogue, and keeping a reflexive
personal journal—as entry points into larger accountability.
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1. Introduction

Have you ever felt uncertain about howyour background or assumptions affected a research interaction?Have
you wondered whose knowledge was really shaping the questions you asked, or whether the communities
you worked with were genuinely included rather than just consulted? If so, you were already at the threshold
of reflexivity—and this commentary is written for you.

We would like to set sail with the definition provided by Biggs et al. (2023, p. 486), where:

Reflexivity is the process of actively and continuously reflecting on the role of one’s own position,
subjectivity, and assumptions in the research process, and how this may shape conclusions drawn from
the research. Reflexive researchers recognise that they do not exist outside of the system of study, and
that their engagement with the system affects the outcomes of their research. Reflexivity is not about
removing the researcher from the study, or making them more “objective,” but rather making explicit
the lens through which they engage in the study.

Inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine research crosses natural and social sciences, and engages as well as
integrates the knowledge of coastal communities, Indigenous peoples, managers, and policymakers. They
have become central to addressing ocean challenges and wicked problems, such as climate change,
biodiversity loss, unsustainable fisheries, poor marine spatial planning, and inequitable ocean governance
(Brodie et al., 2022). These are not simply technical challenges; they are shaped by competing values,
uneven power relations, colonial histories, and disciplinary blind spots (Yates et al., 2024). In this context, the
absence of reflexivity does not merely leave a methodological gap—it weakens research integrity and risks
reinforcing the very injustices the research aims to address.

Despite this, we posit that reflexivity as practice (i.e., the concrete habits that help researchers notice
assumptions, which serves as the focus of this commentary) remains undervalued and underused in marine
research, particularly among researchers whose training has been primarily in the natural sciences, where
reflexivity is rarely taught or embedded in field methods training (Rölfer et al., 2022). This matters for early
career researchers (ECRs) especially because they are increasingly expected to work across disciplines and
engage diverse knowledge systems without being given the conceptual tools or institutional support to do
so (Kelly et al., 2019).
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Our commentary speaks primarily to ECRs and their supervisors. We seek to provide practical strategies,
based on our experiences, that can be adopted, adapted, and built into the readers’ own research practices.
Clearly, this also includes the possibility to opt out of such reflexive processes—our commentary shall not
be read in a way that calls “to duty” every marine researcher. This commentary first examines why inter‐
and transdisciplinary marine research makes reflexivity especially important (Section 2), then offers concrete
practices ECRs can integrate into their work (Section 3). We are aware that sustaining reflexive practice over
the long term also requires institutional change in training programmes, funding cycles, supervisory cultures,
and incentive structures. Section 4 briefly acknowledges the broader institutional conditions that support—or
undermine—reflexive practice (e.g., Schutter et al., 2025), while recognising these as beyond individual ECR
control and reach.

While this commentary focuses on practical entry points for reflexive practice in inter‐ and transdisciplinary
marine research, we also recognise that the practice of reflexivity itself is not uncontested. Across qualitative
and critical social science, for example, scholars have long debated whether reflexivity meaningfully
reshapes knowledge production. It is also important to distinguish between reflexivity as practice (focused
on here), opposed to reflexivity as epistemology (in the sense of reflecting on and navigating multiple ways of
knowing), which raises much deeper questions about what it means to produce knowledge in a certain
environment, representation, authority, and the circulation of knowledge in contexts marked by power
asymmetries. Epistemological reflexivity is necessarily part of reflexive practice in research, yet this is not to
say that reflexive practice itself can or should aim to resolve broader epistemological questions. Our aim
here is, therefore, not to resolve these debates, but to offer ECRs an accessible starting point while signalling
that reflexive practices are a beginning rather than a destination, and entry points into larger accountability.

2. Why Is Reflexivity Important for Inter‐ and Transdisciplinary Marine ECRs?

2.1. Navigating Multiple Ways of Knowing

Inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine research draws together diverse knowledge systems (e.g., across the
natural and social sciences, local knowledge, Indigenous knowledge, or experiential knowledge)—each
bringing different assumptions about what counts as valid knowledge, how causality is inferred, and what
research is for (Moon & Blackman, 2014; Moon et al., 2021). These (epistemological) differences are often
implicit and hidden. When left unexamined, integration becomes superficial and tokenistic: one discipline
(or knowledge system) quietly sets the terms while others accommodate. Reflexivity encourages researchers
to surface and respect these assumptions rather than unconsciously override them.

Without reflexive practice, even well‐intentioned collaboration may re‐inscribe hierarchies in which “Western
science” remains the default arbiter of what is credible or policy‐relevant (de Vos et al., 2023; Mangubhai et al.,
2025). Reflexivity is therefore an epistemic practice that helps teams notice when they are narrowing the field
of possible questions and possible answers.

2.2. Power, Positionality, andWho Gets Heard

Researchers enter projects with identities, institutional affiliations, passports, languages, and career positions,
among other things, that shape how they are perceived and what authority they are granted (Muhammad
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et al., 2015; Younging, 2018). For ECRs, who may feel pressure to align with senior colleagues, dominant
methods, or powerful funders, reflexivity provides a tool to assess critically how their own position shapes
their contributions. Pauly’s (1994) prominent research on marine science institutions was one of the first of its
kind to show that gender, age, ethnicity, nationality, and disciplinary status influence whose expertise is heard
and who carries invisible labour. Reflexive awareness makes these dynamics visible and potentially negotiable.
It does not solve power asymmetries—but it makes them harder to ignore.

2.3. Ethical Engagement With Communities and Partners

Ethical engagement is not defined by formal approval procedures (e.g., university human ethics committees)
alone. It requires ongoing attention to how researchers enter collaborations, engagements, and teamwork,
what power they carry into those relationships, what they ask of participants, and whose interests are
ultimately served (Cvitanovic, Partelow, et al., 2026). Reflexivity encourages researchers to think carefully
about these questions throughout a project—not only at the ethics clearance stage. Studies in marine
conservation, participatory governance, and Indigenous co‐management show that slowing down, actively
listening, and being transparent about one’s role can build trust and improve the legitimacy of outputs
(Breckwoldt et al., 2021; Mangubhai et al., 2015). Participatory language alone does not guarantee equitable
practice (e.g., Bennett et al., 2025); reflexivity can reveal when inclusion is tokenistic, rushed, or structured
around pre‐determined outcomes. Reflexivity can also be used as a tool to understand how relationships
and collaborations develop over time, to ensure that they continue to operate in a manner that is ethical
and inclusive.

2.4. Working With Complex, Value‐Laden Problems

Climate adaptation, fisheries conflicts, blue economy transitions, and marine spatial planning, among other
challenges, are wicked problems: They are uncertain, value‐contested, and cannot be resolved by technical
optimisation alone. Reflexivity matters here because it keeps researchers open to the possibility that their
initial framing is incomplete, their categories are too narrow, or their models capture only part of what is at
stake. This is also critical for transdisciplinary processes where problems, and legitimate solutions, require
openness and iteration. It makes room for unexpected insights, flags unintended consequences, and helps
teams adapt when new perspectives change what the research sees and produces.

3. Practical Strategies: What Can You Do?

Reflexivity can sound abstract or intimidating, especially to ECRs navigating deadlines and funding pressures.
The strategies below are scalable to context—not an all‐or‐nothing ideal. Not every project requires the same
depth of reflexive work, but every inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine researcher can benefit from asking more
explicitly how their assumptions, relationships, and choices shape their work (Muhl et al., 2026).

In this section, we provide an actionable starting point for activities that ECRs and their supervisors can
implement to improve their own reflexive practice in ways that value transparency, humility, and continuous
learning (see Figure 1). We acknowledge that this list is not definitive or exhaustive, but rather based on our
own experiences. We also acknowledge that the implementation of the strategies mentioned here should
not be seen as the endpoint of reflexive practice, but rather the beginning.
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Figure 1. Summary of practical strategies to use reflexivity to enhance inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine
research (© S. McCormack).

3.1. Before You Start Collecting Data

3.1.1. Locate Yourself and Drop the Personal Anchor, Write a Positionality Statement

A positionality statement is a short account of your background, disciplinary training, values, relationship to
the field site, and potential blind spots. It renders visible the lens through which research is conducted—to
yourself first, and later to collaborators, supervisors, and readers. It can also help to purposefully add partners
with different positionalities to a project. It does not need to be confessional; its value lies in converting implicit
assumptions into something available for reflection and discussion. Start privately as a planning exercise, and
adapt it for publications or team documents later.

Useful starting questions include: Why am I interested in this problem? What experiences shape my framing?
What power do I carry into this setting?What is my relationship to the communities I engage with? Howmight
they perceive me, and the potential benefit of my research? And—the harder question—why should I be part
of this project at all, and what do I bring to this space (Gani & Khan, 2024)? This can be followed by further
reflections on what to ask and why. These questions help turn reflexivity into a research instrument rather
than a vague aspiration, to promote transparency and accountability in one’s own knowledge production.

3.1.2. Build Reflexivity Into Research Design‐‐‐Including Language and Framing

Reflexivity is most effective when embedded early, before methods and assumptions harden. The following
questions can fundamentally reshape project design: What exactly is the problem or needs research, and
who might disagree with this problem framing? Who benefits and how? Which disciplines and whose voices
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are absent? What power dynamics are at play? What assumptions are built into the methods, variables, and
indicators chosen? (Breckwoldt et al., 2021). A fisheries model, restoration design, or stakeholder process is
never neutral simply because it is technically sophisticated. Building reflexive questions into proposal
development, field planning, and analytical frameworks helps prevent narrow or exclusionary assumptions
from becoming locked‐in at the outset. A certain flexibility can also be supported in this way; for example, if
working with communities shows that they have different needs, then a reflexive research design makes
space for these iterative processes, which increases the potential for relevant outcomes, rather than
enforcing rigid approaches that do not grow with the needs of the communities.

Language is part of this, as it is never neutral in inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine research. The words used
to describe and ask questions on communities, ecosystems, methods, and knowledge systems can reinforce
technocratic, colonial, or extractive assumptions even when researchers are trying to be inclusive. Terms such
as “validation,” “knowledge uptake,” or “stakeholder buy‐in” can subtly position some actors as authoritative
and others as peripheral (often depending on who is organising an interaction; Reed et al., 2024). This can
involve reviewing interview guides, survey instruments, emails, workshop materials, or manuscript drafts with
attention to tone, hierarchy, unintended prompts, and implied assumptions. In some cases, asking a colleague
for a second opinion on phrasing, as well as co‐authoring or co‐presenting with community collaborators, can
further shift not just wording, but authorship and ownership of the narrative itself.

3.2. While You Are Collecting Data

3.2.1. Practice Active Listening

Active listening is a deceptively simple but powerful reflexive practice. It makes space for others’
perspectives, especially those less represented or less vocal. In cross‐disciplinary and cross‐cultural settings,
this means suspending the urge to defend disciplinary categories, checking your interpretations, and making
room for perspectives that do not fit familiar (and/or comfortable) frames. Further, it requires the
researchers to engage with communities with an open mind and free from pre‐formed judgments. Active
listening can build trust, reveal assumptions, and support more equitable (and inherently more effective)
forms of collaboration. Practical habits include paraphrasing what you have heard, asking whether your
understanding is correct, avoiding jargon, and noticing when you instinctively treat some forms of
knowledge as more authoritative than others (Battaglia et al., 2026). These are immediately usable practices
that improve both team interaction and field engagement, and they can help to think of knowledge as a
process (instead of an endpoint), along which trust, as well as understanding across disciplines and cultures,
can be built.

3.2.2. Initiate or Join Collective Debriefs and Peer Reflexivity

Reflexivity should not be left to solitary self‐examination. Structured collective reflection—team debriefs,
peer conversations, facilitated discussions—moves reflexivity from private doubt to shared learning.
For ECRs, peer reflexivity is especially accessible: Pair with a trusted colleague from another discipline to
discuss a field interaction, a draft positionality statement, or a challenging team meeting. Short post‐meeting
debriefs, asking what assumptions shaped the discussion, whose voices were missing, and what needs to
change, can facilitate shared learning across inter‐ and transdisciplinary teams.
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3.3. Throughout Your Research Journey

3.3.1. Keep a Reflexive Journal

A reflexive journal captures assumptions, emotional responses, uncertainties, and shifts in perspective over
time (Duggan & Sokini, 2021). Reflexivity rarely arrives as a single insight; it develops through patterns noticed
across a project. A simple structure helps: What happened? Why did it feel important? What assumptions
were involved? What should I revisit or ask someone else about? What seem to be individual, contextual, or
cultural sensitivities that I might not understand yet? This turns journaling into an analytical aid rather than
an additional burden, and it documents a process that can later be reported as part of your methodology.

3.3.2. Seek Mentorship Across Boundaries

ECRs in inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine research benefit from mentors outside their immediate discipline
or institutional chain of command—people with experience in facilitation, community‐engaged work, or
cross‐cultural collaboration (Cvitanovic, Mackay, et al., 2026). Such (informal) mentors normalise uncertainty,
model epistemic humility, and help navigate tensions invisible in methods training. Mentorship need not be
limited to senior academics: peers, practitioners, and community collaborators each offer different reflexive
insights. Learning from lived experience can be as important as theoretical frameworks.

4. Institutional Conditions: Beyond ECR’s Remit

The practical strategies in Section 3 sit within a broader structural reality: reflexive practice is shaped—and
often constrained—by funding timelines, supervisory norms, organisational cultures, and the absence of safe
spaces for dialogue. ECRs cannot (and should not) be held individually responsible for changing these
conditions. Funders and institutions can do more to value process alongside output, to support scoping and
trust‐building phases, and to recognise facilitation and collaboration labour. Supervisors can model reflexive
practice and treat positionality discussions as part of good science, not a threat to authority. Embedding
reflexivity into graduate training—alongside statistics, ethics, and field methods—is overdue (Battaglia et al.,
2026; Rölfer et al., 2022). While it is beyond the scope of this commentary to provide a detailed overview of
the broader enabling environment, we wanted to at least acknowledge these structural needs clearly, and
thereby direct ECRs who face institutional barriers to find allies, build peer networks, and—where
possible—nudge the system from within. Changing the system is a long game; beginning one’s own reflexive
practice is not.

5. Conclusions: Shift Reflexive Culture Beyond ECRs

Reflexivity should no longer be treated as a marginal concern in inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine
research, but rather a foundational practice. The evidence in the literature, in combination with our own
experiences, suggests that it supports inclusive and respectful knowledge coproduction, strengthens
ethical engagement, makes power dynamics more visible, and helps researchers work more honestly,
legitimately, and respectfully within complexity and uncertainty. Its absence, by contrast, could leave inter‐
and transdisciplinary research (and thus researchers) vulnerable to narrow framing, epistemic hierarchies,
extractive engagement, team dysfunction, and superficial forms of interdisciplinarity—ultimately
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undermining research integrity and reinforcing unjust practices. As shown in this commentary, for ECRs,
reflexivity can begin with modest but deliberate practices: positionality statements, planning questions,
active listening, journaling, peer dialogue, and debriefs. The longer‐term challenge, however, is cultural.
A reflexive culture is one that values transparency, humility, and continuous learning, not just productivity or
prestige. Reflexivity essentially should be modelled across career stages and supported through supervision,
training, funding, and institutional design. If inter‐ and transdisciplinary marine science is serious about
addressing ocean challenges in ways that are rigorous, inclusive, and transformative, reflexivity must be
recognised and practised not as an optional add‐on, but as a fundamental part of what it means to conduct
marine research responsibly and effectively. Its presence—even in modest, everyday forms—improves ethical
rigour, strengthens collaboration, and makes knowledge production more inclusive.
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