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Abstract 

There is a gap between the rhetoric and practice of participatory governance in 

Natural Resource Management (NRM) in Australia.  Transitioning from top-down to 

adaptive co-governance is needed to improve social and environmental outcomes in 

complex and uncertain governance situations that characterise NRM in the 21st 

Century.  The governance of Australia’s natural resources - the way political, social 

and economic sectors make decisions and organise action for the common good - 

operates across national, state, regional, sub-regional and local scales. Each scale has 

its practices and knowledge base but these can help or hinder the contribution of each 

scale.   Traditional consultative methods for engaging stakeholders in NRM fall short 

of inquiring as to why practices help or hinder; what keeps these practices in place; 

and how we might enable rather than constrain the contribution of each scale.   

Social learning is proposed as an approach for transitioning from top-down to 

adaptive co-governance. Social learning is a collaborative governance mechanism 

involving diverse stakeholders in ongoing cycles of learning, reflecting, evaluating and 

planning in action.  Intentions of social learning in NRM include deepening 

appreciation of different ways of knowing, moving from consultation on planning into 

participatory co-design of new governance practices and arrangements that enable 

concerted action. 

 This doctoral research employed action research, systemic inquiry and various 

qualitative data creation and analysis methods to explore and understand the 

contribution of social learning and related systems practices to aiding transition from 

top-down to adaptive co-governance. Two sites of inquiry in Victoria, Australia 

provided the space for this exploration.  I facilitated cycles of action research that 

supported research participants in exploring enablers and constraints on governance 

innovations and how to apply social learning to create systemic change.  In Inquiry 

Site A, staff of a regional NRM body created a web-based adaptive Regional Catchment 

Strategy in collaboration with their agency partners but fell short of their aim of 

instituting co-governance arrangements for the strategy.  Inquiry Site B sought to 

improve collaboration in regional NRM governance, initiating a systemic inquiry with 

a multi-stakeholder group.  Participants at Site B co-designed improvements in five 
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areas of regional governance and began acting on these by the conclusion of the data 

creation phase. 

The research found that a worldview that aligns with scientific management 

approach at Site A, poor epistemic awareness and no consistent reflective practices, 

led to poor understanding and commitment to action research and constrained 

transitions to adaptive co-governance.  At Site B the research found an epistemology 

of learning by doing through co-inquiry enabled facilitated cycles of action research 

and  systemic co-inquiry in social learning settings led to innovations in governance. It 

identified starting conditions for initiating changes in governance arrangements, how 

to apply systemic inquiry methods for contesting and improving governance and 

reviewed the key elements of social learning.  Social learning and systems practices 

engaged people across governance scales to learn their way into new forms of 

governance while creating adaptive co-governance suited to their situations.   
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Chapter 1 – Introduction to this thesis 

In this chapter I outline the context for the research presented in this thesis, 

including the issues confronting NRM governance in Australia and the area I 

chose to focus on, my research aims and questions, and an outline of the thesis 

structure.  

Context 

This research focuses on systemic social learning as an approach for collectively 

learning about and developing practices for transitioning from top-down, 

governance of Natural Resource Management (NRM) in Australia to adaptive c0-

governance.  I, along with over 50 co-inquirers, explored how action research, 

social learning and systemic inquiry (Ison, 2010) might enable purposive co-design 

of adaptive co-governance praxes.  

Issues confronting NRM governance in Australia 

In this study NRM is understood to be the management of land, water, soil, plants 

and animals (indigenous and exotic) within ecological landscapes and involving 

people from government agencies at multiple levels, research, farming, 

community groups and industry groups in its governance (Millar, 2011). Each of 

these stakeholder groups has differing ways of learning and knowing about what 

they do and of operating in NRM (Lane & McDonald, 2005).  The emergent cross-

scale, multi-level relationships and arrangements that characterise Australian 

NRM governance, the different practices that have developed and a lack of 

genuinely participatory forums where accommodation of differences might occur, 

has led to governance systems loaded with complexity and uncertainty  (Bellamy, 

Ross, Ewing, & Meppem, 2002; Ryan, Broderick, Sneddon, & Andrews, 2010) which 

are also strongly contested (Lane, Robinson, & Taylor, 2009).    

In the emergent ‘public purpose’ sector, comprising these multiple 

stakeholders, how might we govern in ways that acknowledge and work effectively 

within complex and uncertain contexts?  How might we contest the institutional 
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arrangements and practices prevalent in multi-scale governance situations that 

have proven inadequate for governing in the 21st Century climate changing world 

(Ison, 2010; Ison et al., 2011; Termeer, Dewulf, & van Lieshout, 2010)?  Better 

governance depends on what individuals do, and what they can negotiate with 

others in common governance situations (Colliver, 2011).  Adaptive co-governance 

can connect people across multiple organisational levels and governance scales, 

drawing on the knowledge base of each to develop a collective learning culture 

essential to managing in complex social-ecological situations (Folke, Hahn, 

Olsson, & Norberg, 2005) and essential within organisations expected to lead 

adaptive management and governance (Fazey & Schultz, 2009).  

Practices and institutional arrangements that enable genuinely 

participatory adaptive governance are still largely elusive globally (Folke, 2006; 

Ison et al., 2011; Williams, 2011) and in Australia (Allan, 2012; Colliver, 2011; Farrelly, 

2009; Head, 2007; Hill et al., 2010; Howard, 2009).  An important question 

remains then; how can people within governance situations contest and change 

the institutional relationships, practices and arrangements in which they are 

embedded to collectively learn from their experiences and create genuinely 

participatory adaptive governance?  

Research aim  

My aim was to explore how people within NRM governance situations could learn 

to innovate and transition from top-down governance to adaptive co-governance, 

with ultimate benefits for their social-ecological systems.  I set out to apply an 

action research methodology and create social learning forums to discover how 

these approaches could support co-design of governance practices and 

arrangements that were collaborative and adaptive. 

Research questions 

My over-arching research question was ‘How can people involved in NRM create 

adaptive co-governance?’  

Four sub-questions guided this research: 

1. How is adaptive co-governance, enabled or constrained in regional NRM 

situations? 
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2. How can action research assist people working in NRM to shift to adaptive 

co-governance? 

3. What forms of reflective praxes can support these innovations in NRM 

governance? 

4. What are the enabling conditions for reflective praxes to develop and 

persist? 

Research setting 

This research was set in two regionally-based, multi-scale NRM governance 

situations in Victoria, Australia.  These sites provided governance practices and 

institutional arrangements characteristic of top-down forms of governance and 

adaptive co-governance in NRM, with clear potential for change.    

Development of the approach 

Experience and theory have shaped my approach to this research, and I discuss 

each in turn below. 

Personal experiences of top-down and adaptive co-governance 

I worked in regionally-based NRM governance as a Landcare Facilitator, at group 

and network level from 1997 to 2011.  When I began, Landcare Groups were co-

operating sub-regionally by creating networks of groups at sub-catchment scale, 

and community-based NRM (CBNRM) was very active.  I started with Landcare 

shortly after Catchment and Land Protection Boards had been converted to 

Catchment Management Authorities (CMAs) in Victoria and coincidentally at the 

beginning of the Australian Government’s Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) initiative.  

 My experience of NRM governance over my time with Landcare was of 

connected communities attempting to create ways of working with poorly co-

ordinated hierarchies of government agencies (at multiple levels of government) 

that were attempting to achieve integrated catchment management (ICM) by 

imposing their solutions upon regional communities.  The regional NRM 

governance model showed lots of promise early on for actively involving 

community and corporate sector partners in setting strategic direction and 

providing strong connection with community, through Board membership and 
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through the broader based membership of Integrated Catchment Committees.  

Unfortunately, the evolution of CMAs and regionally-based NRM governance 

became more and more complicated with federal and state level political agendas 

conflicting with local agendas.  People working in Landcare during this time often 

referred to CMAs as the ‘piggy in the middle’. 

CMA management became increasingly dominated by top-down thinking 

and preference was given to reductionist scientific information that was often 

generic in nature and therefore of limited appeal to the farmers and Landcare 

members I worked with, who were interested in learning and knowing about the 

places they managed and districts for which they cared.  Frequently, scientific 

research was carried out by government agencies or industry groups in isolation 

rather than with participating landholders. The results or scientific ‘evidence’ 

collected through this type of research was delivered to practitioners and non-

government sector partners as pre-evaluated and interpreted information; typical 

of agricultural extension methods characteristic of the Transfer of Technology 

approach (Ison & Russell, 2000).   

Approaches to developing strategies and plans were more consultative than 

participatory (IAP2 Framework, 2014) in their practices, though the rhetoric was of 

shared planning. These consultative approaches were generally controlled by 

government-led processes; the strategies and plans created by government 

agencies for fixed periods of time reflected political cycles, not social or ecological 

ones. Agencies controlled opportunities for stakeholder participation and 

minimised ways of contesting this approach to governance.  There was little 

integration and enabling of cross-scale and cross-jurisdictional communication 

and decision making. My experience was characterised by the sense that the 

further people were from the on-ground action the greater the gap between their 

rhetoric and practice. 

 I experienced adaptive co-governance when I co-created and participated 

in episodes of innovation in NRM governance in the Western Port Land 

Stewardship Program (Mackay, Colliver, Sharpley, & Earl, 2012), which 

unfortunately did not persist beyond the life of the project funding.  In seeking to 
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understand why this and similar innovations did not persist, I began to frame my 

understanding as constraints and enablers on adaptive co-governance which 

prompted me to undertaking this PhD research. 

In short, I experienced first-hand the rhetoric-practice gap (Anderson, 

1992) of participatory NRM and the frustration that surrounds what this gap 

conceals. I experienced, along with the communities I supported, the best and 

worst of stakeholder engagement processes and participation in NRM planning 

and decision making.  And I came to know through the best examples that what 

we were doing in the more innovative and satisfying projects was social learning 

and adaptive co-governance.  I undertook this PhD research to learn about ways 

that we in NRM could collectively shift from the domination of traditional, top-

down methods to the practice of adaptive co-governance. Ultimately I hoped to 

deepen my understanding of my own practice and role in facilitating this shift and 

to explore ways of sustaining episodes of innovation in NRM and enabling their 

influence to persist, thereby closing the rhetoric-practice gap of participatory 

NRM.  

Figure 1.1 below illustrates my entry point to this research and my thinking 

about it at that time.  I drew this diagram to grapple with multiple ideas 

simultaneously and to find connections between them.  What would be recurrent 

insights in my research - the power of a good diagram and the process of learning 

from drawing multiple iterations of diagrams - were confirmed for me at this time.  

The big ideas that surfaced from the contemplation are described as follows: 
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Figure 1.1 a Framework for thinking about the literature review and context for research and reflective of thinking in the early 
stages of this research 
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Other influences on my thinking and practice  

My interest in this research began with a desire to know what enables and 

constrains stakeholder participation in NRM governance.  I sought to know more 

about practices for facilitating stakeholder participation in NRM governance, for 

managing institutional change and personal practices of reflection and sustaining 

ontological and epistemological awareness.    My interest in practices arose from 

several sources of influence: 

1. My own experience as outlined earlier in this chapter and my gravitation 

to Communities of Practice as described by (Wenger, 2000).   I elaborate further 

on the f Communities of Practice literature in Chapter 2, suffice to say here that I 

was enthused by what I read and applied some of this theory in Landcare projects 

that I managed in the Western Port region, Victoria.  These projects were 

designed to support farmers to better align their farming practices with their 

stewardship values and as such were addressing the rhetoric-practice gap of 

sustainable agriculture.   

We fostered a culture of learning and facilitated a focus on improving 

practices which proved empowering and highly effective: it was a way for people 

to pay close attention to how well their actions matched their beliefs.  Both 

beliefs and actions were challenged and changed, but I found the focus on 

improving practices more conducive to change than challenging beliefs outright. 

In the development and delivery of the Western Port Land Stewardship 

Program, I established a community of practice amongst the partners and staff 

and together we co-designed and adaptively managed the program and 

negotiated funding arrangements over five years.  

2. Michel Foucault proposed that the state and its institutions have no 

“inherent propensity” or “essence”, but the nature of the state and its power is a 

function of the practices enacted in governing ((Foucault, Burchell, Gordon, & 

Miller, 1991, p. 75).  Stemming from this proposition, Foucault asserts that 

“regimes of [governing] practices” become “natural, self-evident and 

indispensable” simply because they are practised over long periods of time to the 
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point where their origin and original purpose are rarely understood or questioned 

(Foucault et al., 1991).    

I find the practices associated with scientific management in NRM to be 

prime examples of this proposition (Brunner & Steelman, 2005).  This way of 

understanding practice regimes informs my research in two ways.  The first is my 

interest in questioning why we do things the way we do in order to reflect on the 

fit between our purpose and our practices and generating possible improvements.  

The second is my observation that there are few authentic forums that enable 

practice regimes in NRM to be contested.  They simply operate as they have with 

their associated power imbalances, for example, the power of state and regional 

agencies in negotiations over regional priorities and decision making on resource 

allocations (Bellamy et al., 2002; Moore, 2005).   

There are many ways to explore what enables or constrains a shift in 

practice, including through the lens of psychology, to look at behavioural 

patterns and habits of mind.  The inter-related psychological concepts of 

relevance theory, confirmation bias and cognitive dissonance influenced my 

search for methods that could contest assumptions and practices without 

reinforcing bias or causing dissonance.   

Relevance theory proposes that a person searches for meaning in any 

communication and, when one is found that fits their expectation of relevance, 

they stop searching (Yus Ramos, 1998).  Meaning in new communications, 

therefore, is based on or connected with what is already known.  Confirmation 

bias is the propensity of people’s world views to limit or exclude the information 

they take in, leading to information or evidence that confirms their already held 

views and beliefs whilst disconfirming evidence is disputed or ignored 

(Nickerson, 1998).   Coupled with this is biased interpretation of confirming and 

disconfirming evidence, with many people demanding higher standards for 

disconfirming than confirming evidence (Nickerson, 1998). Cognitive dissonance 

is marked by the discomfort experienced when a person makes a choice that is 

discontinuous with their preferences.  This discomfort frequently influences the 

person to re-assess and change their choice to more closely align with their 
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existing preferences (Keise et al., 2010).   Further compounding the influences of 

confirmation bias and cognitive dissonance, is that in the absence of reflexive 

practices and epistemological awareness, i.e. understanding how they come to 

learn and know something, then people have poor foundations and low ability to 

question and re-shape their worldviews and their practices  (Bawden, 2005; Ison, 

2010)  

How could I surmount these psychological hurdles and contest embedded 

practice regimes to enable adaptive co-governance praxis to emerge?  Rather than 

explore practices explicitly through a psychological lens I chose research methods 

where these psychological responses could be revealed subtly and in the context 

of situations that participants cared about.  After investigating possible research 

methodologies, I decided on applying cycles of action research in social learning 

settings.    

My intention with applying action research was to create a regular practice 

with research participants of identifying goals (aims or purpose were 

synonymous) and planning action, surfacing associated assumptions, reflecting 

on outcomes from action and updating planning and assumptions based on what 

was learnt from the outcomes.  I felt this approach would support improved and 

more purposeful practices and yield emergent benefits.  It is these emergent 

benefits that encourage people to make shifts in their practices (Scharmer, 2009).  

In creating social learning congruent with action research, I hoped people with 

diverse worldviews, but common interest in improving their shared situation, 

would come together on an equal footing to learn, plan and take action together.    

I was hopeful that I could introduce social learning where appropriate in each of 

the Sites of Inquiry as a way of contesting the natural, self-evident and 

indispensable practice regimes prevalent in NRM.    

Key elements of the research defined 

Stakeholders are people and organisations with a stake or interest in a given 

situation or resource issue (SLIM, 2004f).  Stakeholders are understood to create 

and defend their stakeholding in response to a situation or issue arising, their 

stakeholding therefore may change as a situation changes (SLIM, 2004f).  In 
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regionally-based, multi-scale governance situations stakeholders include people 

from various groups, organisations or businesses with geographically and/or 

interest-based stakeholdings and from various levels of government (Harrington, 

2010).   

Governance involves citizens, government and non-government 

organisations, business sector partners and social movements in joint decision 

making and policy implementation for a common purpose (Graham, Amos, & 

Plumptre, 2003).  Governance in the context of NRM has been described as an 

approach to governing in which diverse stakeholders come together to shape and 

implement policy that  relies on voluntary compliance with non-regulatory 

community derived standards for NRM and only drawing on regulatory 

approaches as back-up (Wallington, Lawrence, & Loechel, 2008 p ). This form of 

Governance in the NRM field emerged from a need for improved interactions and 

collaboration between government and non-government actors from the private 

sector and civil society, where a strong sustainability agenda coupled with 

uncertainty and complexity demands novel approaches to solve these complex 

dilemmas (Lockwood & Davidson, 2010).   

Adaptive governance in NRM comprises semi-autonomous groups and 

organisations operating at and across multiple governance scales and nested 

within polycentric institutional arrangements (Folke et al., 2005; Marshall, 2008; 

Ostrom, 1999).  People and their organisations co-operate voluntarily, are self-

organising and have self-enforcing capabilities in this polycentric form of social 

co-ordination (Lee, 2003).  The approach sees ecosystems as complex adaptive 

systems requiring governance regimes that devolve decision making and power 

sharing so that stakeholder participation in co-governing practices is enabled in 

all levels and scales of governance (Folke et al., 2005).   

In this thesis adaptive governance is considered to be a highly participatory 

form of governance involving state and non-state actors.   Co-operation amongst 

these actors was inherent in the origins and evolution of NRM governance; 

however, the collaborative practices many expected to co-evolve with the move to 

governance have not been forthcoming (Head, 2007, 2009; Marshall, 2008).  To 
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highlight this and the need to pay more attention to practices that enable 

collaboration, throughout this thesis adaptive governance is referred to as adaptive 

co-governance.   

The term governance regime follows (Paavola, Gouldson, & Kluvánková-

Oravská, 2009) where they distinguish governance regimes as the collective of 

formal and informal institutions that have influence over the behaviour of actors 

within the regime and governance frameworks as the institutional arrangements 

established to achieve particular goals of any part or all of the regime. Institutions 

are defined as any structure or mechanism of social order and cooperation 

governing the behaviour of a set of individuals within a given human community.  

The global sustainability agenda was boosted by the United Nations 

Report, commonly referred to as the Brundtland Report, that embraced concepts 

of sustainable development (United Nations, 1987), where sustainable 

development is defined as “development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(United Nations, 1987, p. 37).  Sustainable development and sustainability, in this 

research follow this definition.   

My research approach 

I chose action research as my predominant methodology because my aim was to 

work with people that were actively innovating in their NRM governance 

situations.  Action research (AR) is a methodology suited to complex situations 

involving people and multiple social factors and where problems are unclear and 

issues fuzzy (Dobson, 2002).  AR involves cycles of planning, acting, reflecting 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) and is thus congruent with the aims of adaptive governance 

(Dick, 2002), and the action-oriented approach of social learning (Ison, Röling, & 

Watson, 2007).  In uncertain situations AR is able to respond to changes and 

allow for new issues or understanding to emerge that might influence a re-

evaluation of assumptions and goals (Dobson, 2002), as it did several times in 

both sites of inquiry.  

Prior to applying action research I conducted semi-structured interviews 

with participants in groups at the two sites of inquiry to explore the history of 
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NRM governance and stakeholder relationships in their regional settings and to 

explore how participatory governance had been constrained or enabled.  Semi-

structured interviews were also conducted at the conclusion of my field work as 

exit interviews with participants from both sites. 

After six months of action research with each site and at two critical 

junctures in their inquiries, I believed a method was needed that could deepen 

analysis and facilitate design of improvements in governance beyond the capacity 

of standard cycles of reflecting, planning, acting.  My reading on social learning 

led me to systemic action research or Systemic Inquiry as it is termed in this 

thesis.  Systemic Inquiry was developed by researcher-practitioners of Soft 

Systems Methodology, most notably Peter Checkland (Checkland, 1999).  It is an 

application of systemic action research, and the way I applied it follows 

(Checkland & Poulter, 2006)Checkland and Poulter (2006), (Ison, 2010) and 

(Armson, 2011).   

Introducing the two sites of inquiry 

The research was situated within two NRM regions in the State of Victoria in 

south-east Australia.  In each site the CBNRM groups, NRM organisations and 

work teams wanted to improve collaboration among stakeholders. Each already 

had goals for developing adaptive co-governance as a way of involving stakeholders 

collaboratively and adaptively in NRM planning, decision making and action.  I 

offered to facilitate inquiring with each team in support of their goals and 

negotiated research agreements with each to describe how this would be done.    

Site A was situated within the Port Phillip and Westernport Catchment 

Management Authority (PPWCMA) which had goals for developing co-governance 

arrangements with local government, state agencies and community-based NRM 

groups and for creating an adaptive Regional Catchment Strategy.  Site B 

comprised members of five CBNRM Networks who, after six action research 

sessions exploring their role in fostering Stewardship as an innovation in 

governance, initiated a systemic inquiry to improve collaboration amongst a wider 

array of NRM stakeholders in their region.   
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Table 1.1 Key elements and associated activities supportive of social learning 

developed through the SLIM Project (Collins & Ison, 2009b). 

Key elements 
of the SLIM 
Framework 

Associated activities of the elements of the SLIM Framework 

Context Appreciate past causes of current understanding and practices 

Institutions and 
policies 

Develop conducive policies 

Develop conducive institutions 

Stakeholding Identify stakeholders 

Build stakeholding through joint responsibility 

Facilitation Identify facilitation needs 

Provide necessary facilitation 

Epistemological 
constraints 

Co-produce knowledge in action 

Jointly produce what constitutes an improvement 

 

The research revealed the impact (constraining or enabling) of various 

elements and practices on the ability of each site to achieve their adaptive co-

governance goals; Site A from the perspective of a regional NRM agency 

responsible for co-ordinating NRM governance and initiating a shift towards 

adaptive governance; Site B from the CBNRM perspective and interest in 

contesting practices and institutional arrangements and initiating innovations in 

governance.  Although each site was attempting to shift to adaptive co-governance, 

the relational dynamics at play in each site were different: Site A had a dominant 

agency-to-agency relational dynamic whereas Site B had a community-to-agency 

dynamic.   

I explore where each site got to on their trajectory towards adaptive co-

governing and analyse why this happened in each situation.  Elements shown to be 

important in social learning situations, namely history and starting conditions, 

context and policy environment, concepts of stakeholding and epistemological 

awareness facilitation and process needs, are explored in relation to each of the 

sites, and my research and facilitation practices (Collins & Ison, 2009b).  I 
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employed the social learning framework, first created in the SLIM Project (SLIM, 

2004e) and later revised by (Collins & Ison, 2009b) to assist with this analysis 

(Table 1.1). 

Types of questions that guided this inquiry 

A focus on governance practices led me to choose ‘how is’, ‘how can’ and ‘what 

are’ type questions to guide my inquiry. ‘How’ questions seek to understand 

processes and ‘What’ questions seek descriptive answers.  Practices are organised 

processes routinely repeated.  Foucault employed ‘how’ questions in his inquiry 

into institutional practices and power relating to imprisonment as a form of 

punishment (Foucault et al., 1991). In my research project, asking ‘How can people 

involved in NRM create adaptive co-governance?’ sought to explore the practices 

employed by people engaged in transitioning to adaptive co-governance.  Asking 

‘How is adaptive co-governance, enabled or constrained in regional NRM 

situations?’ guides inquiry into current practices and institutional arrangements 

that constrain or enable participatory forms of governance. 

  Extending from an understanding of current practices, asking ‘How can 

action research assist people working in NRM governance to transform it?’ seeks 

to understand the contribution to situated change from participating in action 

research.  Asking ‘What forms of systemic praxis support innovations in NRM 

governance?’ seeks a descriptive assessment of the types of practices that enabled 

systemic innovation.  Finally, asking ‘What are the enabling conditions for 

systemic praxis to develop and persist?’ seeks explicit descriptions of the enabling 

conditions that supported development and persistence of systemic praxis. 

Thesis Structure 

This thesis is presented as described in the following outline. 

In this first chapter I describe the context in which the research is set and 

outline the issues I aimed to address, based on personal experience and a review of 

literature. In Chapter 2 the history of NRM in Australia and the theoretical 

framing of the research are described in depth.  

Chapter 3 provides a detailed account of my research design and 

methodology and descriptions of how the research methods were applied and the 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 15 
 

results analysed.  Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 present the results and analysis for the 

two Sites of Inquiry. The background and reflection on the starting conditions for 

each site are presented first, followed by the results from action research sessions 

and then systemic co-inquiry.  I apply elements from the SLIM heuristic (Table 1) 

to help assess the emergent social learning praxis in the two Sites of Inquiry 

following (Collins & Ison, 2009b).      

I present my reflections on the AR sessions, systemic co-inquiry and on my 

role as facilitator in Chapter 6, where I also draw on the SLIM heuristic to assess 

the development of my own systemic praxes.  Chapter 7 consolidates what I learnt 

about the role of action research, social learning and systemic co-inquiry in 

supporting innovations in governance with each site of inquiry and what might 

sustain adaptive co-governance and ongoing development of systemic praxes.  It 

also concludes the story of this research, the contribution it makes to the field of 

adaptive co-governance and outlines ideas for future research.  
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Chapter 2 - Review of Literature 

In this chapter I explore NRM and its governance in the Australian context and 

the theoretical framework that guided my research.  

Understanding NRM in an Australian context 

 Degradation of soils and water in Australia began within decades after European 

colonisation due to impacts from ungulate grazing and vegetation removal, 

initially leading to gully erosion and signs of dryland salinity emerging in lowland 

districts (Thompson, 1979).  Various departments were assigned responsibility for 

addressing soil degradation by the state governments but it was not until massive 

soil losses from cropping activities in the 1930s, for example in the Mallee and 

Wimmera regions of Victoria, that state-based soil conservation bodies were 

established.  Between the 1940s and 1970s there was much research into the 

nature of soils and their responses under differing farming practices (Lockie, 

2006; Thompson, 1979).  Scientists and field officers worked directly with farmers 

to explore the problems and field test solutions.   

By the 1970s erosion, soil and water salinity, tree decline and forestry and 

fisheries depletion were increasing in severity (Lockie, 2006; Millar, 2011). 

Tensions emerged as attempts to juggle the competing interests of natural 

resource use and protection became complex and contested, involving divergent 

economic, social and environmental factors that were neither easily understood 

nor remedied.  These types of scenarios, of the sort first described as ‘wicked’ 

problems by (Rittel & Webber, 1973), are characterised by complexity and 

uncertainty, meaning that the consequences of attempts to address them are very 

difficult to predict, solutions may create worse outcomes than the original 

problem, and both the problems and their solutions were likely to be contested 

by stakeholders with diverse and often conflicting interests.    

Wicked problems are not easily addressed by applying the simplistic 

worldview of reductionist, linear thinking described as Scientific Management by 

(Brunner & Steelman, 2005).  Scientific Management remains, however, the 
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dominant response to wicked problems in NRM governance despite new 

approaches being called for (Brunner, 2010; Eversole & Martin, 2005; Folke et al., 

2005; Ison & Russell, 2000; Westley et al., 2011).   

The continued struggle between competing interests, the lack of progress 

from linear solutions and the emergent understanding of wicked problems, and 

that many of the problems are wicked, has induced a shift in the focus of NRM 

from efficient agricultural production towards sustainable resource use and 

protection measures (Farrelly & Conacher, 2007; Wallington et al., 2008) and a 

turn to governance, requiring a transformation in relationships, institutional 

arrangements and practices (Head, 2009; Ryan et al., 2010).   

The turn to governance in Australian NRM  

Since federation of the Australian States in 1901 formal power over natural 

resources and environmental protection has resided in state legislation 

(Wallington et al., 2008).  Action taken to prevent land degradation through 

legislative channels has rarely been attempted because the responsibility for 

amelioration or mitigation prior to the 1980s was felt to sit with the owners of 

privately managed land (Reeve, 2001) and the conflict between the roles of 

government as regulatory enforcers and as educators or advisors was difficult to 

reconcile (Lockie, 2000).   

State government sponsored research and advisory bodies assisted farmers 

to trial methods of controlling erosion or improving water quality on an 

individual property basis (Hannam, 2003).  The predominant rationalist 

government view, held until the 1980s, was that if land degradation impacted 

farm production then the private landholder would have the economic 

imperative to fix the problem (Reeve, 2001).  When, in the 1980s, the scale of land 

degradation across Australian terrestrial landscapes became apparent, a view 

emerged that resources and their decline transcended property boundaries and 

individual landowners could not tackle these interconnected problems alone.  

Government agencies began to seek new ways of managing these issues in more 

holistic or integrated ways. One external manifestation of this was the formation 

of multi issue departments such as the Department of Conservation, Forests and 

Lands in Victoria in 1984.  State-based government departments applied a 
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‘connected catchments’ lens and sought to engage landowners in dialogue about 

collective resource issues and possible solutions that could be carried out co-

operatively (Reeve, 2001).  

Coinciding with the shift to an integrated approach was the emergence of 

community-based NRM (CBNRM) groups that were initially geographically based 

(neighbouring farmers in sub-catchments).   In Victoria, these CBNRM groups, 

named Landcare groups, were an initiative of the Victoria Government in 

partnership with the Victorian Farmers Federation in the mid-1980s (Reeve, 

2001).    The approach taken in stimulating Landcare groups to form was to 

empower farmers to explore the issues, share experiences and knowledge and 

invite people in with technical expertise to help solve land degradation issues at 

local or sub-catchment scales (Curtis, Britton, & Sobels, 1999).   

Contested views of access and control over land and resources also 

emerged at this time between what Reeve (2001, p.259-60) described as the 

‘individual property regime’ and the public good approaches of integrated 

catchment management (ICM) and CBNRM. The individual or ‘absolutist’ view of 

property rights had its origins in the Industrial Revolution, the early settlement 

period of Australia and is still strong in many parts of the country (Reeve, 2001).   

The absolutist view considers that individual property owners have absolute 

rights and say over what happens on their land, including influence over any 

legislation that may restrict their rights to use the resources of their land as they 

see fit.  In contrast, a public or common good approach seeks co-operative action 

to address catchment-based problems that transcend property boundaries.  This 

view is reflected in the rise of Landcare and Integrated Catchment Management 

and the turn to governance in NRM (Tennent & Lockie, 2012). 

Also at this time, the Australian Government overcame its limited 

legislative powers to control access to or protect natural resources or iconic 

environments by supporting states through special programs, and recourse to 

International commitments. An example of the first is the creation of the 

National Soil Conservation Programme in 1983, triggered by mounting evidence 

that soil loss and degradation were so wide-spread across the Australian states 

that a national response was called for (Hannam, 2003).  Co-operative 
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arrangements between state and federal governments enabled the Australian 

Government to invest in soil conservation projects, but, the legislative 

responsibilities remained with the states.  

The second approach is exemplified by the Franklin River in Tasmanian’s 

south-west region, which in 1982 was to be dammed by the Tasmanian 

Government as part of its hydro-electricity program.  The Australian Government 

used powers under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1975 (Aust.) and the 

subsequent World Heritage Properties Conservation Act 1983 (Aust.) to stop the 

dam construction.  When challenged in the High Court by the State of Tasmania 

the Australian Government successfully argued that under international 

obligations it had the responsibility to protect the Franklin River region on the 

grounds of landscape significance and under the external powers of the 

Australian Constitution giving it the right to protect sites of importance to 

indigenous Australians (Bates, 1992).   

Since this time the Australian Government has had increased influence 

over natural resource management and environmental protection through some 

legislative channels, for example the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Act 1999 (Aust.) and through policy and program funding, for 

example, the National Landcare Program (NLP) (1992-1996), and the $3 billion 

Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) I and II (Tennent & Lockie, 2012).  The NLP was set 

up to support the decade of Landcare (1990-99) and the CBNRM approach and in 

1997 became part of NHT I, an Australia-wide investment program that funded 

NRM projects at local, regional, state and national scales from 1997 to 2003 

(Farrelly, 2009).  During NHT I funding was provided directly to CBNRM groups 

and stimulated formation of landscape-scale networks of groups that were 

capable of managing larger scale projects (Curtis, Shindler, & Byron, 2002).   

It was through the NHT II that extended from 2002 to 2007 that regional 

NRM governance bodies emerged across the country.  NHT II also directed 

funding away from CBNRM groups, such as Landcare and into the regional NRM 

bodies, a trend that continued through to the next Australian Government NRM 

program, Caring for Our Country that further restricted NRM funding to priority 

environmental assets (Robins & Kanowski, 2011; Tennent & Lockie, 2012).  This 
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influence over NRM resourcing and prioritising could be viewed as the exercise of 

coercive not collaborative governance. 

Regionalising Australia’s terrestrial landscapes 

Regional governance had little formal role in planning and administration in 

Australian NRM until 57 NRM regions and governing bodies were created in the 

period from 1994 to 2002 (Figure 2.1).  The principle purpose of these regional 

organisations was to co-ordinate NRM activities across Australia’s terrestrial 

landscapes on a catchment basis, linking state-based planning with federal 

policies and investment (Head, 2009).  Most NRM regional bodies were 

established through a process of regionalisation involving state or territory 

legislation. Others, for example in Queensland, were stimulated by 

commonwealth policy and formed through a process of regionalism, with the 

regional body initiated by communities rather than by government (Jennings & 

Moore, 2000). The institutional framework for implementing and resourcing this 

approach is known as the regional delivery model (Jennings & Moore, 2000).  

Figure 2.1 Natural Resource Management Regions of Australia 2006 
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NRM regional bodies were established to improve integration of policies 

and programs through all scales of government and to increase stakeholder 

participation in NRM using a governance approach (Head, 2009). Australia’s 

NRM governance operates across national, state, regional, sub-regional and local 

scales and multiple jurisdictions.  In Victoria, 10 Catchment Management 

Authorities (CMAs) were enacted under the Catchment and Land Protection Act 

1994 (Vic) (CaLP Act) to (among other purposes): set up a framework for the 

integrated management and protection of catchments; and, to encourage 

community participation in the management of land and water resources 

(Victoria, 2006) (Figure 2.2).  These CMAs have continued to the present, under 

the same legislation that sets expectations for them to co-ordinate NRM 

governance within their respective regions.  

 

Figure 2.2 Victorian Catchment Management Authority/NRM Regions 2016 

 

In Victoria, the CaLP Act 1994 prescribes that a Regional Catchment 

Strategy (RCS) guide the co-ordination of the protection and management of 

catchment-based resources.  The CaLP Act 1994 also stipulates that RCSs be 
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created through broad stakeholder consultation and implemented through co-

ordination of funded programs and projects. The CMAs have the responsibility 

for co-ordinating their RCSs, reporting on catchment condition, and ensuring the 

participation of landholders, resource managers and other community members 

in catchment management and land protection.  There are sub-strategies which 

provide greater detail on specific issues and actions, for example Regional Native 

Vegetation Plans, Regional River Health Plans and Landcare Support Strategies. 

Objectives and strategic actions in these plans set out how protection and 

improvement in the condition of catchments will occur.  In Victoria, there has 

not been a dedicated source of funding allocated to implementation of RCSs 

since 2007, when federal and state policy shifted to priority asset-based funding 

models.    

The addition of a regional layer of bureaucracy for managing NRM in 

Australia has received mixed responses. In some cases stakeholder participation 

in Australian NRM has been strengthened by decentralisation of powers from the 

state to regional decision making bodies, though in other cases hybridisation of 

government and non-government ways of doing NRM have left roles and 

responsibilities of various actors unclear and contested (Bellamy et al., 2002; 

Farrelly, 2009; Head, 2007). While the regional delivery model assumes the 

regional scale to be appropriate for engaging stakeholders in NRM, criticism has 

been levelled at state and federal governments for failing to establish 

complementary institutional arrangements and practices at other scales to 

achieve the ‘joined-up’ government ideal (Lane et al., 2009).  

Australian regional NRM bodies, including the Victorian CMAs, have in 

many cases become implementers of state and federal programs and projects 

(Robins & Dovers, 2007) that do not clearly relate to or intersect with other 

regional or local government planning and development processes (Lane et al., 

2009).  These shortcomings in part are due to a rhetoric-practice gap in 

participatory NRM governance and a lack of inclusive fora where governance 

arrangements and practices can be contested and re-designed to better match the 

governance aspirations many stakeholders have for the regional delivery model 

(Marshall, 2008).  This rhetoric-practice gap is now explored as the framing for a 
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critique of NRM governance and why practices enabling of participation fall short 

of the rhetoric and consequently constrain the transition to adaptive co-

governance. 

A rhetoric practice gap in participatory NRM governance 

Stakeholder engagement and participation are articulated as priority objectives for 

NRM in numerous pieces of state legislation and national policy (Marshall, 2008); 

however, there is a gap between the rhetoric and practice of participatory 

governance in the regional delivery model (Head, 2007; Lockwood & Davidson, 

2010).   While it is often assumed that institutional arrangements and practices 

are inclusive and enabling of stakeholder participation, various management 

paradigms and practices embedded in institutions combine to constrain genuine 

participation (Lockwood & Davidson, 2010).  For example, state and Australian 

governments make decisions about priority environmental/NRM assets at state 

and national scales, using scientific or expert opinion.  Resources are allocated to 

prioritised assets and then NRM programs designed and managed through 

technical-rational planning approaches which often assume linear cause and 

effect (Brunner & Steelman, 2005).  

This hierarchical process constrains opportunities for community-based 

and other non-government stakeholders to influence decision making or 

contribute their way of knowing about and acting on NRM until project funding 

is offered at the implementation level (Colliver, 2011).  Using the language of 

projects, targets and standard outputs, further controls the way community-

based stakeholders can engage in NRM (Allan, 2012; Ison, 2010).  Scientific 

management sidesteps the complexity and uncertainty of social-ecological 

systems and how communities experience them, falls short of meaningfully 

integrating other types of knowledge or knowing  (Brunner & Steelman, 2005; 

Collins & Ison, 2009a; Folke et al., 2005) and fails to mediate effectively between 

contested interests (Howard, 2009). 

When the rhetoric of collaboration and partnerships obscures power 

imbalances (Moore, 2005) and preferences institutionalise ways of thinking and 

doing (Head, 2009), trust is the casualty, and motivation of stakeholders to 

contribute to these non-inclusive institutional arrangements declines (Ostrom, 
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2000).  Community members may treat invitations to participate with some 

scepticism, asking “On whose terms are participatory opportunities framed?” 

(Head, 2005).  Governments’ pursuit of participatory governance to reduce 

conflict and broaden responsibility in jurisdictionally complex situations often 

fails to address these questions and or to value and integrate the deliberative 

capacity of non- government actors in governance networks (Dryzek, 2009).   At 

issue here is what Dryzek (2009, p. 1379) refers to as deliberative capacity, that is 

“the extent to which a polity’s deliberative [governance] system possesses 

structures to host deliberation that is authentic, inclusive and consequential”. 

Governance approaches that minimise or control individuals’ abilities to reflect 

on and contribute their preferences through deliberative capacity are considered 

to be undemocratic (Dryzek, 2009).  

Despite broad acceptance that governance is appropriate for tackling 

complex and uncertain situations, governments are still failing to devolve power 

to local and regional actors through genuinely inclusive governance practices 

(Dryzek, 2009; Lockwood, Davidson, Curtis, Stratford, & Griffith, 2010). 

Partnerships in NRM tend to operate as ‘vague entities’ where collaborations do 

not exhibit genuine power-sharing (Head, 2009). This may be because there is 

insufficient institutional, social and human capacity within regional planning 

bodies and communities to recognise gaps between the rhetoric and practice of 

good governance (Farrelly & Conacher, 2007), an absence of practices that enable 

open discussion about dominant paradigms and associated assumptions 

(Poncelet, 2001) or indeed a reticence to reflect on institutionalised ways of 

operating (Allan & Wilson, 2009).  Whatever the cause, there has been a failure 

to institutionalise practices that enable us to reflect, learn and improve on our 

governance shortcomings (Bawden, 2005; Collins & Ison, 2009a; Ison, 2010).   

Many state sponsored collaborative partnerships fall short of exploring 

and managing equitably the complexity inherent in NRM governance (Moore & 

Rockloff, 2007).  This shortfall is particularly noticeable for cross-scale 

communication and planning (Marshall, 2008). Single ‘state’ or ‘market’ actors 

remain dominate in these situations (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006) and planning 

processes that preference institutionalised ways of knowing and doing organise 
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action through top-down planning at the expense of negotiated agreements 

(Eversole, 2011; Lachapelle, McCool, & Patterson, 2003).  Citizens are relegated to 

being implementers of on-ground action, rather than participants in the full 

spectrum of NRM governance (Colliver, 2011). Thus, although community 

participation may be called for by NRM governance frameworks it is still 

frequently framed by state policy and action and not by local knowledge and 

ways of knowing (Lane & McDonald, 2005).   

The promise of NRM governance has for many not being realised as the 

collaborative venture that was originally offered (Head, 2009).  In part this is due 

to governance practices that are capable of addressing complex social and 

ecological interactions indicative of NRM in the 21st century not evolving at a 

pace to match the rising expectations of what genuine co-governing entails 

(Marshall, 2008).  Additionally, NRM governance in Australia is not consistently 

evaluated and improved by stakeholders in multi-scale governance situations, 

through collaborative assessment processes and against agreed standards of good 

governance (Lockwood et al., 2010), thereby constraining the transition to 

adaptive co-governance.  

The demands of ICM in cross-scale governance in the regional delivery 

model has led to increasingly complex arrangements (Ryan et al., 2010) and while 

sophisticated governance is needed, gridlock will occur if governance structures 

become overly complicated (Poncelet, 2001) and if contested views of the 

dominant discourses are not resolved (Abel & Stephan, 2008).  There is no 

overarching Australian NRM governance statute or policy to guide NRM bodies 

through this complexity, to standardise principles for participatory governance or 

policy and program design across governance scales (Ryan et al., 2010). There has 

been solid work on standards for good governance in NSW (NRC, 2005) and a 

governance assessment framework for NRM in Australia (Lockwood et al., 2010), 

though NRM bodies have not universally adopted them.  The considerable 

variation in the way regional NRM governance is put into practice across 

Australia continues to cause disparity and confusion, undermining the capacity of 

the regional delivery model to work effectively as an integrated, participatory 

system and is an issue of systemic failure (Ryan et al., 2010).   
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Factors leading to systemic failure in regional NRM governance include 

inadequate processes to manage integration across multiple scales and 

communication between scales in governance regimes (Marshall, 2008; Termeer 

et al., 2010).  Unresolved differences between governments’ and communities’ 

ways of knowing and working, with mismatches between traditional government 

hierarchical institutions and network forms of governance, constrain the 

potential for systemic practices to emerge (Eversole, 2011; Lockwood et al., 2010; 

Ryan et al., 2010).  On-going conflicts arising from weak links between NRM 

planning and development planning across local government jurisdictional 

boundaries and intersecting with state law continue to undermine the joined-up 

government ideal of regionally-based NRM (Ryan et al., 2010).  Systemic change is 

needed to resolve these issues; scale-sensitive thinking and practice are required 

to build adaptive capacity in these complex, multi-scale governance regimes 

(Termeer et al., 2010).  To create this change and continually improve these 

systemic issues there is a need to institutionalise systems thinking and practice 

(Ison, 2010).  

Support for innovations in governance 

A focus on social innovation to create systemic change has emerged from fields of 

community development (Eversole, 2011), resilience (Westley et al., 2011), systems 

theory (Ison, 2010) and adaptive management (Allan & Stankey, 2009).  Social 

innovation in this context is the improvement of governance practices and other 

institutional arrangements that persist beyond single episodes of innovation 

(Healey, 2006).  In NRM particularly, this relates to integrating systems and 

processes across NRM governance regimes in ways that acknowledge social-

ecological systems and their timescales (Ryan et al., 2010; Termeer et al., 2010).  

Networked, multi-actor governance approaches to environmental management 

functioning at local scale and nested within polycentric governance regimes can 

also be self-enforcing thereby modifying regulatory control and top-down 

decision- making (Ribot, 2002).   

Social innovation in NRM is about the move from consultation to 

collective deliberation, from spurious certitude to embracing complexity and 

uncertainty (Gunderson, 1999) and from the seeking of a particular “state” to 
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embracing emergent knowledge through systemic and adaptive governance (Ison 

et al., 2011). There is increasing interest in how groups and networks can link 

action with policy and support this innovation (Colliver, 2011; Vogel, Moser, 

Kasperson, & Dabelko, 2007).   Action research and social learning are proposed 

as ways of engaging stakeholders in facilitated systemic inquiry in order to co-

create this type of innovation (Blackmore, Ison, & Jiggins, 2007; Collins & Ison, 

2009b; Ison, 2010).  

Influences on civil participation in governance 

Since the 1960s interest in, and opportunities for, civil participation in democratic 

processes have been inspired by a number of global trends.  Firstly, stimulus for 

civil participation emerged from growing dissatisfaction with the limitations of 

democratic electoral processes to engage citizens in ongoing dialogue and 

deliberation (Head, 2007), particularly for under-represented minorities 

(Arnstein, 1969).  

Secondly, interest in the region as a possible tier of government in 

Australia dates back to pre-Federation, though it was not made part of any formal 

arrangements for over 100 years (Head, 2009).  Renewed interest in decentralising 

aspects of governing was sparked in the 1970s, with a resurgent view that the 

regional or ‘meso’ scale was an intermediary between local and state scales 

(Jennings & Moore, 2000)  and appropriate for ‘bringing government closer to the 

people’, thereby enabling greater participation (Lane, McDonald, & Morrison, 

2004).   

Thirdly, a new form of social democracy, known as ‘The Third 

Way’(Giddens, 1998), with a focus on blending social democracy with economic 

efficiency (Martell, 2004) was given carriage in politics initially by social 

democratic parties in Europe and North America. This new democracy responded 

to the high cost of state sponsored planning processes and dissatisfaction with 

the neo-liberalists free-market philosophy, and intends to achieve a compromise 

between these seemingly antithetic approaches (Ryan et al., 2010).  
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Benefits and costs of stakeholder participation in NRM governance  

Korfmacher (2001) proposes that a governance approach is reflective of 

democratic ideals and is therefore inherently inclusive, and likely to yield better 

decisions and outcomes by involving a greater diversity of stakeholders than top-

down approaches do.  Logically, stakeholders who have contributed to the 

decisions that impact on them are more likely to get involved in their 

implementation and be invested in the outcomes. (Pero & Smith, 2008) describe 

the move to a governance approach in NRM as a response to the perceived 

failures of top-down modes of governing: essentially, a failure to achieve the 

sustainable use of natural resources through application of existing mechanisms, 

such as provision of information on best practice sustainable agriculture, 

incentives for adopting best practice and regulatory control of non-desirable 

practices. Other contributing elements to the failure of top-down modes of 

governance are disparate discourses amongst community, government and 

industry stakeholders resulting in miscommunication and unresolved differences 

(Abel & Stephan, 2008; Allan & Wilson, 2009; Dryzek, 2009).   

Accountability in top-down governance tends to be vertical and one-way, 

inhibiting horizontal accountability and playing down complexity in NRM 

governance situations (Bellamy et al., 2002; Lockwood & Davidson, 2010).  The 

rhetoric of Australian regionally-based NRM governance is that stakeholder 

participation and community involvement are valued.  However, decentralized 

and participatory NRM has become considerably complex, and despite best 

intentions a governance approach cannot guarantee sustainable NRM outcomes 

if mechanisms and institutions are not designed to meet these objectives and be 

authentically inclusive (Lockwood & Davidson, 2010).  Head (2007) outlines 

decentralised NRM as an important neo-liberal theme, and points out that the 

managerial style of liberal democracy inhibits genuine participation because of 

the top-down dominance prevalent in this style.   Before exploring further the 

enablers and constraints on stakeholder participation in Australian regional NRM 

governance I consider the associated costs and benefits of genuinely participatory 

governance and look back at earlier and broader drivers for citizenship in 

democratic processes.  
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Ribot (1999) suggests the outcome of decentralised, participatory 

governance, is that localised control is more functional than state control, and 

can be more just and equitable.  Ostrom (2000) showed that self-determination 

and self-regulation enhance citizens’ motivation to contribute to common good 

environmental outcomes.  Input of local knowledge and agency by civil actors to 

processes of planning and action can provide a counterbalance to state 

dominance in decision making and generate greater ownership by communities 

of the resultant actions (Kapoor, 2001; Lane, 2003).  Citizens’ intrinsic motivation 

declines, however, when government instruments such as regulation and 

incentives are felt to be too controlling or to be devaluing local knowledge 

(Ostrom, 2000).  

Initiating agencies wanting to engage the public in policy and plan 

development will generate the greatest benefits from participatory governance by 

applying practices that are fit-for-purpose, i.e. purposefully designing the 

engagement for the policy or planning context (Lane, 2005).  To do this they are 

often required to manage changes in the way information is created and 

presented so they are able to share it with the public or, staff members are 

required to change the way they operate due to dynamic social settings amongst 

people with variable stakeholdings (Crase, O'Keefe, & Dollery, 2013). In addition, 

the variable perspectives represented by these stakeholdings can sometimes lead 

to misinformation being fed into the participatory process, requiring time and 

attention to discern the accuracy and representativeness of these views (Crase et 

al., 2013).  High organisational costs and extended timeframes can therefore be 

incurred, by being broadly inclusive and trying to realise the benefits said to arise 

from greater public participation in governance. 

Participatory or adaptive co-governance  

Defining participation 

The IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum (Figure 2.1) distinguishes between five 

levels of participation (IAP2, 2014).  It was generated to help groups determine 

what level of participation was most appropriate for the public in any community 

engagement process.  The descriptions of the consultative and collaborative 

levels have been used to distinguish between practices aligned with top-down 
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governance (consultative) and those aligned with adaptive governance 

(collaborative).  These descriptions inform my use of the terms, consultative and 

collaborative, in this thesis and which provide a benchmark for discussing various 

expectations of collaborative participation in NRM governance.   

 Figure 2.3 IAP2 participatory framework outlining five levels of 
participation 

 

Adaptive management and adaptive co-governance in NRM have grown 

from a need for managing complexity and uncertainty in ecological systems, and 

the understanding that human interactions with natural resources cause change 

and new uncertainties to emerge (Berkes, 2006; Gunderson, 1999; Holling & 

Meffe, 1996). They operate as  multi-disciplinary and systemic approaches to 

learning from management outcomes and adapting strategies in response (Allan 

& Stankey, 2009; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008).  Adaptive co-governance emerged in 

response to increasing complexity and uncertainty in human interactions with 

natural resources and the management arrangements operating across spatial 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 31 
 

scales and institutional levels (Marshall, 2008).  The need to connect with and 

influence interactions across policy, management and action levels fostered 

development of networked groups of actors bridging local, regional and state 

scales (Allan & Stankey, 2009; Folke et al., 2005) through, for example, 

governance partnerships between CBNRM groups, regional NRM bodies and 

state agencies (Curtis et al., 1999; Marshall, 2008). However, the transition from 

top-down governance to adaptive co-governance has not been smooth.  Examples 

of adaptive co-governance where decision making and action are devolved to self-

organising groups situated in nested and polycentric networks applying adaptive 

practices designed to learn from and improve this form of governance, and that 

persist beyond workshops or projects, are rare (Head, 2009; Marshall, 2008).  

Amongst governance theorists and practitioners in the areas of public 

administration, political sciences, and environmental sciences, conceptual 

understanding and responses to scale vary considerably, leading to confusion 

when people in governance situations that work across these fields attempt to 

collaborate (Termeer et al., 2010). The approach to scale in the field of adaptive 

co-governance, as described by Termeer et al., (2010, pp 8) is that “It takes the 

challenge of enhancing the capacity to create the right cross-scale and cross-level 

links at the right time, around the right issues”.   This approach to scale opens up 

the possibility for people within governance situations to bring their scale-related 

perspectives in to solve their collective problems.  This approach requires 

commitment to live with uncertainty, the ability to recognise and interrogate 

scale-related issues and to develop the capacity to address them collaboratively 

(Hubacek & Reed, 2009; Termeer et al., 2010).  

Constraints on the transition to adaptive co-governance include variable 

capacity to collectively define and act in multi-scale forums, the uncertainty of 

outcomes and the time taken to generate them, and the high costs associated 

with facilitating such forums (Hubacek & Reed, 2009; Lane & McDonald, 2005).  

Adaptive capacity, leadership in and benefits resulting from adaptive co-

governance practice, if given time and attention are emergent and enabling of the 

transition (Schultz & Fazey, 2009; Fazey & Schultz, 2009; Hubacek & Reed, 2009). 

These enablers and constraints are now discussed in more detail.    
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Enablers and constraints on transitioning to adaptive co-governance in 
NRM 

Stakeholder participation and capacity for adaptive co-governance in Australian 

NRM were strengthened by the shift from government to governance through, 

for example the Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994 (Vic) (Austl.) that 

included integrated catchment management (ICM) and community participation 

in its primary purposes and objectives (Victoria, 2006).  In a review of Australia-

wide ICM practices and outcomes Bellamy et al. (2002) defined ICM as 

“….integration of community involvement, technical knowledge, organisational 

structure and policy objectives”.  ICM is promoted as a collaborative model of 

governance with the purpose of addressing NRM issues of mutual concern to the 

organisations, groups and citizens residing within a catchment.  The 57 

regionally-based NRM agencies were established to be the co-ordinating bodies 

of participatory ICM within their respective catchments in order to solve 

problems arising from cross-jurisdictional, cross-scale governance and multiple 

policy domains (Marshall, 2008; Moore & Rockloff, 2007).   

More recently, social connections and landscape identity attuned to 

ecosystems have begun to underpin governance approaches in Australia (Lane et 

al., 2009).  The Goulburn-Broken Catchment Management Authority in Victoria, 

for example, has integrated Resilience Theory and the conceptual framework of 

social-ecological systems (SESs) (Folke et al., 2005) into its Regional Catchment 

Strategy (State of Victoria, 2013). This framing reflects an understanding of social 

systems and ecosystems as coupled social-ecological systems, and recognises the 

interdependence and influence that each has on the other (Berkes, 2006).  

Adaptive co-governance can be enabled by the recognition that what is 

being governed are complex, adaptive social-ecological systems (Folke et al., 

2005) and by appreciating the connections between people, organisations and the 

landscapes in which they live, work and co-govern (Bawden, 2005).   The co-

governance approach that has begun to emerge in NRM draws on these 

connections and invites multiple actors to contribute their knowledge and 

resources to collectively understanding and tackling resource dilemmas (Folke et 

al., 2005; SLIM, 2004d). It is the scale and ‘wicked’ nature of these issues, such as 
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resource depletion, landscape fragmentation and climate change that has been 

driving change toward adaptive co-governance (Bellamy et al., 2002; Folke et al., 

2005; Yaffee & Wondolleck, 2003).  Despite these looming environmental 

problems, and although benefits of co-governing, such as reduced adversarial 

behaviours, increased opportunities for sharing responsibility and negotiating co-

operative strategies for mutual benefit (Innes & Booher, 1999; Yaffee & 

Wondolleck, 2003) have been experienced, old paradigms and associated 

practices continue to constrain  the transition from top-down to adaptive co-

governance.  A deep appreciation of co-governance and understanding of the 

practices and institutional arrangements that can amplify the transition are still 

emerging (Bawden, 2005; Ribot, 2002).  

Interpretation and performance of regionally-based ICM by Australian 

NRM agencies has been variable geographically and temporally (Bellamy et al., 

2002) as have the standards and practice of governance (Lockwood & Davidson, 

2010).  This variance has called the efficacy of Australia’s regional governance 

model into question, in terms of delivering on integration and adaptation, 

providing effective opportunities for stakeholder participation, and democratic 

process (Moore, 2005). The trend has been towards governments devolving 

responsibility to regional agencies and their communities whilst maintaining 

control of NRM policy and resource allocation through neo-liberal practices such 

as governing at a distance, vertical accountability and governing through 

community (Lockwood & Davidson, 2010; Ribot, 2002).   

The reliance on scientific management to identify and prioritise NRM 

assets, the top-down management of NRM programs, state selection of 

community representation on Boards of Regional Bodies allowing powerful actors 

to dominate the discourse of NRM within regions, and the consultative rather 

than collaborative engagement of citizens, continue to constrain adaptive co-

governance (Brunner & Steelman, 2005; Lane, 2003; Moore & Rockloff, 2007).  

The rhetoric and current practice of participatory governance are naïve and 

constraining of genuine inclusion (Blackmore et al., 2007; Collins & Ison, 2006).  

Transition to adaptive co-governance is needed, but how do we make the shift? 
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Key philosophical stances and interpretivist perspective  

In this research, as in my life, I take a constructivist epistemological stance 

(Corbetta, 2003; Creswell, 1998) .  I believe human learning and knowing are 

personal and internal processes; responses to people interacting with each other 

and the world around them combined with previous experience and knowledge 

(Russell & Ison, 2005).  My ontological position is constructivist and relativist; I 

understand reality as subjective in that people perceive the world uniquely and in 

response to their personal learning style (Creswell, 1998).  

My epistemological and ontological stances provide the philosophical 

justification for my interpretivist perspective and methodological choice.   An 

interpretivist perspective indicates constructivist ontology and a non-objective 

epistemology; realities and meaning are constructed by and between individuals 

(Corbetta, 2003).  As facilitator of AR in this research enterprise I was a participant 

in it, not merely an observer of it.  Sense and meaning were co-created by the 

participants with me as we worked to understand their situations and how they 

could improve them and further by me during analysis and thesis writing.   

The underlying assumption of this research project and embedded in 

the primary research question, ‘How can people involved in NRM create 

adaptive co-governance?’, was that people operating in the field of NRM have 

interest in creating, adaptive co-governance. This need and interest were 

introduced in Chapter 1 in the account of my personal experiences.  Below, I 

review the literature and theory that relates to this assumption and 

substantiates the need for this research.  

Applying systemic praxes for innovating in NRM governance 

Creating adaptive co-governance is a process of systemic change from top-

down to adaptive forms of governance, requiring innovations in both practices 

and institutional arrangements for governing NRM (Armitage, Berkes, & 

Doubleday, 2007; Brunner & Steelman, 2005; Folke et al., 2005; Gunderson, 

1999; Ison, 2010; SLIM, 2004e).  The types of innovations I became interested in 

researching were the applications of action research and social learning for 

fostering reflexive praxis enabling of co-inquiry and co-design of new 
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governance arrangements with people in shared situations; important methods 

for learning together how best to create desired improvements in a situation.   

Approaches to solving ecological and resource problems through broad 

stakeholder participation and collaborative learning, action and evaluation have 

shown that they can reduce complexity and uncertainty (Steyaert & Jiggins, 

2007).  Social learning is one approach that combines scientific inquiry with other 

ways of knowing through systemic action research (Collins & Ison, 2009b; 

Steyaert & Jiggins, 2007). Social learning has been described as “non-coercive 

natural resource governance” by Blackmore et al. (2007, p. 493). In NRM, social 

learning is further described as facilitated interaction between stakeholders to 

create shared understanding of each other’s perspectives on a range of issues; 

understanding of the interdependencies of actions and impacts on, for example 

catchments; creation of new knowledge and joint evaluation of all knowledge, 

enabling emergent knowing and collective decision making leading to concerted 

action; and employing cycles of continuous improvement in the tradition of 

adaptive management to learn in, and through action and reflection (SLIM, 

2004e; Steyaert & Jiggins, 2007). 

Central to these and other descriptions of social learning is the notion that 

when knowledge is co-constructed through collective learning and concerted 

action it constitutes double-loop learning and can be transformative (Blackmore, 

2010; Ison, 2010).  Single-loop learning, where knowledge as information flows 

largely one-way, for example, transferring information from an expert to a non-

expert, is common in NRM as seen in the extension model Transfer of 

Technology (Ison & Russell, 2000).  Single-loop learning is non-reflective, 

unsuited to problem solving, and constrains new action by allowing assertion of 

governing values held by actors (Anderson, 1992; Argyris & Schön, 1978; Dick, 

2012).  Single-loop learning is therefore unlikely to result in actions that improve 

understanding and outcomes beyond the status quo (Argyris & Schön, 1978).  

Double-loop learning seeks to construct new action by challenging, learning from 

and changing governing values (Anderson, 1992; Dick & Dalmau, 2014) which can 

therefore enable a shift in situations beyond the status quo (Argyris, 1976).   
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Double-loop learning is consistent with the concept of new praxis arising 

as an emergent property of Social learning (Ison, 2010).  Social learning provides 

the space for people to voice and publicly challenge assumptions and values and 

reflect on how well suited their practices are for enacting their goals or purpose, 

i.e. questioning the congruence between their rhetoric and their practice or their 

espoused theories and theories-in-use (Anderson, 1992).  The notion that social 

learning enables new praxis to emerge is consistent with the findings of Anderson 

(1992) that reflection on behaviour that incorporates others’ opinions was more 

likely to result in learning than private reflection alone.  Alongside this Anderson 

(1992) found that methods of giving and receiving feedback in a safe environment 

were also important to effective learning. 

Establishing collaborative relationships among stakeholders and 

facilitating their co-creation of new or shared knowledge through joint reflection, 

planning and action is integral to social learning and is proposed as a way to 

create systemic, social innovation many say is needed in NRM governance, 

particularly in the 21st century climate changing world (Bawden, 2005; Blackmore, 

2010; Blackmore et al., 2007; Collins & Ison, 2009b; Steyaert & Jiggins, 2007).  

Elements and activities of social learning, as described in the SLIM Project and 

SLIM heuristic (Collins & Ison, 2009b) are discussed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 
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Chapter 3 - Research methodology and design  

Introduction 

In this chapter, I outline the philosophy that framed my methodological choices 

and describe the methods and practices that I applied.  My initial design included 

literature review and philosophical reflections, document review and semi-

structured interviews and the application of action research for facilitating co-

inquiry with participants at two sites. I subsequently introduced practices from 

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) at two critical junctures in these inquiries.  SSM 

research practices were introduced when co-analysis of action research revealed 

the need for a more structured approach to inquiring and improving the 

situations at each site. Further data analysis and writing of my research 

dissertation followed. Figure 3.1 below illustrates the flow of my research process 

and represents the sequence of presentation in this chapter of each element. 

 

Figure 3.1 Sequence of my research process (Creswell, 1998) 
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Primary philosophical stances  

In undertaking this PhD research I have come to appreciate the relationships 

between philosophical stances, social science paradigms and a researcher’s choice 

of methods, and the need for these to fit the cultural and social situations in 

which research is embedded (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  I reflect on these 

relationships, how responsive my method choices were, in the situations in which 

I was researching.  I summarise my philosophical stances in Table 3.1, an 

adaptation of a matrix created by Creswell (1998, p. 75), as an initial device for 

reflecting on the relationship between my stances and my research methods and 

practice.  I make explicit my personal assumptions, relating to each stance, and I 

reflect on these throughout the thesis, in order to test their potential as 

inferential biases. 

My ontological stance is constructivist and relativist; I understand that the 

world around us exists as we perceive it to be. I know there to be a physical world 

around me but my knowledge of it is influenced by my interaction with it; my 

interpretations of interpersonal and bio-physical interactions emerge from my 

world view and previous experiences.   The argument as to whether or not a world 

exists independently of human observation is irrelevant, when this stance is taken.  

Our understanding of the world is only be derived from our making sense of it, 

and there are multiple worlds, or more accurately, worldviews.  My perceptions of 

the world can be understood by others, not through shared experience but 

through agreement on the language we use to describe meaning that we derive 

(Armson, 2011; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Greener, 2011).   

My epistemological stance is a constructivist one. Human knowledge 

creation is a personal and internal process in response to people interacting with 

each other and the world around them combined with their previous experience 

and knowledge.  Different ways of knowing, for example scientific inquiry, 

Indigenous knowing and intuition, give rise to different kinds of knowledge.  

People’s world views and assumptions filter information taken in and shape how 

they make sense of this in relation to previous experiences and knowledge 

(Argyris & Schön, 1978; Armson, 2011; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Greener, 2011).  
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 Table 3.1 Philosophical stances with examples of my research practice 
Adapted from Creswell (1998, pp 75). 

Stance Question Assumptions Research practice 
examples 

Ontological What is the 
nature of 
reality? 

Reality is subjective 
and multiple 

Apply focussed conversation 
technique in action research 
sessions. Generate 
understanding with 
participants and document, 
along with differing and 
similar perspectives. 

Epistemological What is the 
relationship 
between the 
researched 
and me the 
researcher? 
How do I gain 
insights into 
the nature of 
my practice? 

Understanding and 
trust grow between 
the research 
participants and me. 
Reflection nurtures 
insight and integrates 
learning. 

Negotiate agreement on my 
role.  Facilitate cycles of 
action research & 
participate in other site 
activities. Develop and 
maintain reflexive praxis. 

Axiological What is the 
role of values 
in this 
research? 

Research is value 
laden and biases are 
present though these 
can be revealed by 
making explicit our 
assumptions about 
what is valued. 

Reveal values and 
assumptions in the course 
of conversation and test 
through action.  
Consistently check 
interpretation of values with 
all participants. 

Rhetorical What is the 
language of 
my research? 

A literary and informal 
style, employing a 
personal voice, 
qualitative terms and 
limited definitions 
reflects the emergent 
nature of knowledge 
and meaning 

Employ first-person writing 
style and strive for 
accessibility within the 
language of qualitative 
research. Invite feedback 
from participants and 
supervisors on reflectiveness 
and accessibility of 
expression 

Methodological What is the 
process of my 
research? 

I apply inductive logic 
and allow the research 
design to emerge in 
the context of the 
topic and the research 
situations 

Start with action research, 
and enable other methods 
to emerge in response to 
reflection and negotiation at 
each site, in context of 
situations, my philosophical 
stances and perspectives. 
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Assumptions arising and implications for my research practice 

If each person has an individual perspective of the world, inter-personal rapport, 

trust and respect are critical to research relationships.  Assuming there is ‘a’ reality 

or ‘central truths’ in a situation can cause people to judge others’ perspectives 

against their own perception of reality, leading to misunderstandings and 

assumptions about what ‘might’ be meant or ‘really’ said and agreed to.  Research 

methods need to acknowledge that multiple worldviews exist, to illustrate them 

and create space for deep listening to occur.  Deep listening moves beyond the 

cognitive and empathic fields and connects to a deeper realm of possibility; it 

allows new thoughts, feelings and ideas to emerge (Scharmer, 2009).  Deep 

listening requires us to get ourselves out of the way in order to open up a space 

that allows a different presence to manifest.  In that space we can reflect on one 

another’s thoughts, and create a shared understanding of what we each bring by 

way of understanding, and what it is that we can do to enhance our collaborative 

efforts.   

Assumptions arising in my epistemology and axiology are closely related.  

Accepting different ways of knowing and different kinds of knowledge, and 

integrating these into shared understanding are critical to the ability to work 

effectively together in NRM.  Poor practices for reflecting on values and beliefs 

and for seeking disconfirming evidence, limit the ability to create knowledge.  

Creating opportunities for people to engage with others of differing worldviews, to 

jointly construct knowing and challenge assumptions in respectful and supportive 

ways can broaden people’s worldviews and lead to new knowledge and concerted 

action.  

By describing how themes and knowledge evolved during the study in a 

first-person literary style, I hope to indicate that meaning is personal and 

emergent in the relationship between the people who participated in the research.  

This style creates awareness of how language shapes meaning and meaning shapes 

language.  I have chosen words that convey what participants intended, and 

reflect my relationship with them. This thesis is just one output from the research, 

and I have adjusted my writing style to suit the audience for which I am writing. 
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My assumption in my methodological stance is that research topics and 

methods need to be negotiated with participants. Discussion with participants 

through semi-structured interviews enabled early agreement on the connection 

between our interests in the research topic, choice of suitable research methods 

and desired outcomes from the research.   I maintained a practice of negotiating 

the purpose and agenda for each session, checking in with participants as to their 

understanding of issues before moving on and producing and sharing notes from 

sessions and reports on research outcomes. 

In concluding this brief review of my philosophical stances and 

assumptions, I provide comment on the concept of post-modernity.  I do not 

believe that rationalism is unchallengeable.  I do believe in diverse rationalities 

and appreciate the post-modern view of the ‘fundamental uncontrollability of 

meaning’ (Alvesson, 1995).  In contrast to this and more in line with a modernist 

belief, I do believe there is merit in writing this thesis to communicate what 

emerged from my research.  The merit lies for me in the process of writing, 

reflecting and making sense of it for myself, rising to the challenge of choosing 

language that enables me to convey meaning to my readers, and through this, 

sharing my research with participants and others in NRM, as stimulus for 

reflection on their own situations.   

I have come to recognise social learning as a post-modernist idea in that it 

recognises and enables diverse perspectives to co-exist and contribute to given 

situations through a process of collaborative action, evaluation and improvement.   

This is adaptive co-governing in practice.   My desire to write about how this 

works is a modernist process.  My hope is that this is part of a transition I see 

myself and others making; from the rationality of modernism that perceives a 

linear relationship between meaning and action, to a post-modernist acceptance 

and celebration of diversity in thinking and knowing that can occur concurrently 

with acting and improving.  When we are aware of the ways we each derive 

meaning from our experiences and situations, then maybe we can enjoy the 

moments more, conversing and reflecting in situ and writing about it less. 

In this doctoral research, I employed the following methods: negotiated 
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Research Agreements with two Sites of Inquiry, document review, semi-structured 

interviews, cycles of action research, reflective journaling, systemic inquiry and 

various systems practices.  I describe each, in turn below. 

Negotiating Research Agreements with each site of inquiry 

The sites of inquiry surfaced based on people’s interest in creating new practices 

and arrangements for adaptive co-governing.  People in each site had already 

made moves towards, or had prior experience in, facilitating forms of social 

learning, but had little experience of reflexive praxes in formalised group settings.  

After hearing of my interest in governance innovations, members of Site A 

invited me to discuss the possibility of undertaking my research with them.  

Conversations occurred on several occasions – at the Regional Catchment 

Strategy Forum in December 2011, a discussion of my research in February 2012 

and subsequently in developing a Research Agreement.   I approached members 

of the Landcare Networks in what became Site B to become one of my inquiry 

sites, knowing they were interested in CBNRM groups gaining greater credence 

for their contribution to NRM.  I discussed my research ideas with three 

members prior to meeting with the larger group in July 2012. 

I negotiated shared goals for the research and definition of roles and 

arrangements with each Site, and documented these in Research Agreement 

format.  Negotiations followed the process outlined in Session 3: “Entry and 

Contracting” of his Action Research and Evaluation On-line discussion forum 

(Dick, 2012).  The plan I created guided separate processes of initiating, 

negotiating and agreeing on the research with each site and involved members of 

each site and my supervisory team.  Developing the Research Agreements was an 

iterative process of document review, discussion and the first semi-structured 

interviews with each Site.  The Research Agreements that resulted from these 

processes are in Appendix 1 and 2. 

Site A’s research goal for was articulated as ‘Creating understanding and 

analysing how social learning could contribute to improvements in the 2012-2017 

PPWCMA Regional Catchment Strategy (RCS3) compared with previous RCS 

processes and outcomes’.  The improvements planned by members of Site A were 
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development of an alliance of agency partners (the Alliance) to collaboratively 

create, deliver and report on RCS3.  Site A participants were particularly 

interested in exploring social learning as a way of sharing ideas and enhancing 

co-operation amongst local government and agency partners as they created the 

RCS3 and developed the Alliance. For most of the research, membership of Site A 

comprised of people in the Environment and Strategy Team (EST).  Occasionally 

members of the Landcare and Outreach Team (LCOT) participated in joint 

sessions with the EST to explore the role of CBNRM in RCS3, where the extended 

group explored applying social learning in sub-regional forums to enable 

collaboration amongst CBNRM groups and agencies in landscape-based projects.    

I introduced social learning and associated thinking during three days I 

spent with Site A in March 2012 whilst they planned their approach to developing 

the Alliance.  Members of Site A invited me to participate in this planning 

process so I could learn more about what was influencing their move to adaptive 

co-governance and so they could draw on my knowledge of social learning and 

enablers and constraints of co-governance to help inform their planning.  I 

described social learning as a facilitated approach to collective learning, 

negotiating and acting and outlined how its application in other situations 

enabled participants to identify and negotiate contentious issues, develop shared 

understanding, plan and take concerted action and review action in light of 

outcomes (SLIM, 2004e). My research was set up to track the evolution of RCS3 

over 18 months.  In the Agreement, data sources were listed as; organisational 

reports and public documents, semi-structured interviews and surveys, notes and 

observations from meetings, documents related to website development and 

action research sessions.  The focus of data collection and analysis was on how 

the practice of action research and social learning contributed to the transition to 

adaptive governance.  My agreed role was to facilitate action research sessions 

with Site A participants as they led and facilitated this transition.  We agreed that 

data collection and analysis would contribute to a Case Study that PPWCMA 

could use for their benefit, my doctoral thesis and papers for publication.   

Exploration of research goals with Site B participants began with a 

session with people from several CBNRM networks on July 23rd, 2012.  I had 
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approached representatives of two CBNRM networks (Upper Barwon 

Landcare Network and Otway Agroforestry Network) based on my experience 

of working with them on development of a Community-Based Stewardship 

(CBS) Program.  My initial thinking was that undertaking action research 

with these networks would be an opportunity to explore and create 

innovations in governance from CBNRM participant’s perspectives.  A third 

network, Surf Coast and Inland Plains (SCIPN) Landcare Network, were also 

invited to join the group.   

The goal for research in Site B became ‘Exploring the contribution of 

social learning to innovations in regional NRM governance in Corangamite’, 

through two avenues.  The first was designing a CBS program, through which 

they could explore, clarify and communicate the role that Landcare and 

other community-based networks play in NRM.  Participants felt this to be 

critical to improving their relationships with partners in NRM and to their 

effectiveness.  The second avenue was how this stewardship program could 

then interact with and influence the regional NRM governance regime.   

Goals in each site of inquiry changed over time, as we challenged 

assumptions and deeper appreciation developed of constraints and enablers on 

these goals.  These changes are presented in the chapters relevant to each site (4, 

5 and 6), and discussed in Chapter 7 – Discussion. 

Data creation 

The research sub-questions helped me frame and focus my inquiry and test if 

the data created were yielding responses that would enable me to answer the 

overarching question.  Table 3.2 shows the data creation methods applied for 

each sub-question.   
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Table 3.2 Research questions and data creation methods applied. 

 Data creation methods 

Research questions 
Document 
Review 

Semi-
structured 
Interviews 

Action 
research 

Systemic 
Inquiry 

Reflective 
journal 

1. How is adaptive 
governing in 
regional NRM 
situations enabled 
or constrained? 

√ √ √ 

  
 
√ 

2. How can action 
research assist 
people working in 
NRM governance 
to transform it? 

 
√ √ 

 
 
√ 

 
 
√ 

3. What forms of 
systemic praxes 
support 
innovations in 
NRM governance? 

√ √ √ 

 
 
√ 

 
 
√ 

4. What are the 
enabling 
conditions for 
systemic praxis to 
develop and 
persist? 

 √ √ 

 
 
√ 

 
 
√ 

Document review 

Documents reviewed for Site A included the PPWCMA 2004-2009 Regional 

Catchment Strategy (RCS2) and the consultant’s report on the review of this 

strategy (RMCG, 2008).  My review process provided much of the context 

material and informed my early thinking on the conditions and practices that led 

to Site A members innovating in the way they co-ordinated NRM governance in 

their region.  The RCS review document was informative on aspects such as 

practices that enabled or constrained stakeholder participation in RCS2 and 

included recommendations for improving stakeholder buy-in to RCS3 (RMCG, 

2008, pp. 30-32).  I used the information from the RCS review to inform the 

questions I employed in the first semi-structured interviews with Site A and in 

development of the Research Agreement.   

For Site B, documents included the Corangamite Regional Catchment 

Strategy (CCMA RCS 2004-2009) (CCMA, 2004), the Upper Barwon Landcare 
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Network Stewardship Development Plan (UBLN, 2011) and a PhD thesis by 

Colliver (2010) on the marginalisation of Landcare Networks in Victoria, which 

had included participants from the Corangamite region. I gained further 

understanding of the Starting Conditions for Site B during our first session 

together on July 23rd, 2012 and in development of the research agreement. 

Interviewing 

I employed semi-structured interviewing as the first data gathering activity, with 

participants at Inquiry Site A, mid-way through the research and for exit 

interviews. Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms were created 

specifically for Sites A and B.  I developed interview schedules that corresponded 

to the research questions, the context of each of the Sites and the stage of the 

research we were in at the time of interview, i.e. beginning, mid-way and exit 

interviews.  For example, interview schedules at the beginning contained guiding 

questions to draw out aspects of the context and conditions at each site that 

precipitated changes in their governance situations. I added to these prepared 

questions spontaneous questions that responded to the topics and ideas that 

arose in the conversations (Robson, 2002).   

The first session with Site B was the preliminary discussion with members 

of the three initial CBNRM networks and was not a formal interview, and not 

recorded.  I did take notes, as did members of the networks, of the conversation 

and agreements that were reached, about how we would work together.  I 

recorded Session 2, a hybrid between semi-structured interview and AR session, 

which began with participants asking me for clarification about my interest and 

expectations, then discussion of the two topics they had agreed to explore.   

Sessions One and Two therefore informed the Context and Starting Conditions 

for Site B presented in Chapter 5. 
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Table 3.3 Semi-structured interviews held with each Site 

Site and team 1st interviews Mid-way 
interviews 

Exit interviews 

Site A - EST June 5th, 2012 October 21st, 2013 May 5th, 2014 

Site A – LCOT June 21st, 2012 February 6th, 2013 May 5th, 2014 

Site B July 23rd & Sept 7th, 
2012 

NA August 2014 

 

I chose group interviewing to stimulate reflective conversations and 

interaction amongst participants, to reveal agreement or disagreement about 

their interest in and purpose for transitioning governance, and what they 

believed was enabling or constraining of these changes (Robson, 2002).   This 

would deepen participants’ understanding of each other’s perspectives, and 

articulate an agreed starting point, from which to commence the action research. 

Action Research 

Action research (AR) is a method suited to complex situations involving people 

and multiple social factors, where problems are unclear and issues fuzzy 

(Dobson, 2002).  AR involves cycles of planning, acting, reflecting (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2008) and is thus congruent with the aims of adaptive governance (Dick, 

2002), and the action-oriented approach of social learning (Ison et al., 2007).  In 

uncertain situations AR is able to respond to changes in situations, allowing for 

new issues or understanding to emerge that might influence a re-evaluation of 

goals, as it did several times in both sites of inquiry (Dobson, 2002).  There is no 

distinction in AR between doing and using the research: AR is research in action, 

reflection and consideration of better ways of doing things followed by further 

action (Wadsworth, 2011).  As such, AR is a research methodology suited to 

researching with people.  In Chapter 6, I reflect on my research practice and 

apply a framework of four metaphors, developed by (McClintock, Ison, & 

Armson, 2003) for reflecting on practices employed for researching with people.  

The metaphors are research-as-action, research-as-narrative, research-as-

facilitation and research-as-responsible.  I give further explanation of these 

metaphors in Chapter 6. 
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It is common to hold pre-suppositions about what is happening in a given 

situation, even when an ontological stance is taken of ‘the world exists only as we 

perceive it to be’ (Layder, 1998).  Systematically challenging assumptions is one 

way to challenge pre-suppositions about how the world operates (Dick, 2002).   

 Cycles of AR (Figure 3.2) enabled this through a process of facilitated, 

focussed conversation that enabled co-construction of Theories of Action (ToA) 

by research participants, and reflection on action and assumptions in light of 

action taken, to learn from this and put this learning into next plans and action 

(Argyris, 2003).  We did not use the language of ToA though I was alert to when 

participants were surfacing their espoused theories and theories-in-use (Argyris, 

1975).  The language we did use were goals, assumptions and action planning so 

that a conversation in an AR session would start by reflecting on what had 

happened since last session, revisiting the goal and actions they had planned and 

taken, then diving into theorising about why things happened the way they did 

and what they learnt.  In practice, this was an approach to comparing espoused 

theories with theories in use, adjusting assumptions based on outcomes and 

making new plans as a result (Argyris, 1995). 

 

Figure 3.2 Concurrent cycles of action planning and action research 
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I facilitated AR sessions with each site with the aim that participants 

would inquire into and learn together about their situations and go onto creating 

new knowledge and practice concurrently in their situations, consistent with 

(Argyris, 1975) aim of fostering double-loop learning.  As noted in Chapter 2, 

double-loop learning can enable a shift in situations beyond the status quo by 

challenging, learning from and changing governing values, whereas single-loop 

learning constrains new action by the assertion of governing values held by the 

actors (Anderson, 1992; Argyris & Schön, 1978; Dick & Dalmau, 2014). Creating the 

space for double-loop learning was, I felt, particularly important for each site as 

participants had a purpose of changing from top-down to adaptive forms of 

governing.  To my mind this would require a shift in governing values; potentially 

their own and those of the partners with whom they wished to engage in this 

transition.  

During AR sessions, participants explored enabling and constraining 

practices on the transitions in NRM governance that they sought. Action, or 

sometimes further conversation by participants between sessions, tested these 

ideas and provided a starting point for the next session. Through careful 

questioning and facilitation, participants were encouraged to listen to each 

other’s perspectives, reflect on the range of views, articulate assumptions and 

reach agreement on the next steps for action for moving them towards their 

relevant goal. We also talked about the practice of reflection and its 

contribution to sense making and learning, considered integral to double-loop 

learning and shifting governing values (Argyris & Schon, 1978). 

I recorded all semi-structured interviews and AR sessions on a digital 

voice recorder with the transcriptions of these being the primary data for this 

research project.   A reputable company, recommended by a colleague who had 

engaged them previously, provided transcription services.   Another source of 

primary data was session notes that provided a summary of the main issues 

that arose during each session, theories of action that emerged, assumptions 

that underpinned them and the agreed next steps for action for each Site.    
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Critical reflections 

I recorded my own ToAs, assumptions and reflections as they arose throughout 

the research process in a journal.  I undertook two forms of journaling, 

unstructured reflections and critical reflections.  The unstructured reflections 

were simply free-flowing passages of text that often surfaced ideas I could look 

into or discuss with my supervisors or concerns, which I then explored more 

deeply through the critical reflections process.  I applied the critical reflection 

method developed by Dick (2012) that employs guiding questions for surfacing 

ToA and assumptions before action and reflecting on them after action.   The 

intention of this method is to expose differences in espoused theories and 

theories-in-use, to learn from these differences and apply that learning in the 

next round of action.     I undertook critical reflections before I created 

research agreements with each site and prior to AR sessions and SI workshops.  

These data are presented and analysed in Chapter 6.   

Facilitating AR sessions 

Action research sessions were semi-structured with items nominated for 

conversation emerging from each previous session.  Items for action research in 

Session 1 emerged from the negotiation of participation with each site and the 

Research Agreements.  I created a notated summary of issues, agreements 

reached from each session and a list of items nominated for conversation at the 

next session and circulated these via email to all participants within a week of 

each session.  At the start of AR sessions, we re-visited and agreed on the topics 

or issues for conversation, drawn from the previous session or in response to 

actions taken since.  I started each conversation with an open-ended question 

relating to the agreed topics.  Several participants at each site also created 

summary notes and reflections, which they shared with the whole group.  I 

have also drawn on these, with their permission, as sources of data. 

I integrated a structured conversation technique into AR sessions after 

reflecting with my supervisors that conversations were productive yet muddled.  I 

introduced the ORID Focussed Conversation technique (Stanfield, 2000) when I 

reflected on the ad hoc way in which members of Site A jumped between 
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observations, reflections, interpretations and wanting to make decisions on 

action. Discussion during observation and reflection was often ‘free-ranging’, and 

became more disciplined during interpretation and decision-making on action.  

ORID is a way of structuring conversations through use of open-ended questions 

focussed on stages of observation, reflection, interpretation and decision-making.  

Structuring conversations in this way can save time and greatly enhance listening 

effectiveness and resultant decisions (Stanfield, 2000).  I outline these stages, the 

purpose of focussing at each and sample open-ended questions in Table 3.4.   

 

Table 3.4 Four levels of the ORID focussed conversation technique 

(Stanfield, 2000) 

Type of question Purpose Example 
 

Objective 
 

Begin with data, facts, 
external reality 

“What did you actually 
see, hear or read?” 

Reflective 
 

Evoke immediate personal 
reactions, internal responses, 
sometimes emotions or feelings, 
hidden images, and associations 
with the facts 

“What was your gut level 
reaction?” 
 

Interpretive 
 

Draw out meaning, values, 
significance, implications 

“What new insight did 
you get from this?” 
 

Decisional 
 

Bring the conversation to a 
close, eliciting resolution and 
enabling the group to make a 
decision about the future 

“What do you think we 
should do?” 
 

 

The ORID framework provided structure in AR sessions that enabled a 

more coherent flow in conversations, with participants often reflecting afterwards 

on reaching a deeper understanding of an issue that they had been grappling with. 

Observation and Reflection (positive and negative) drew out experience and 

found patterns and insights; Interpretation and Decision-making developed 

implications and action. So despite still free-ranging, participants became more 
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aware when they or others were observing, reflecting, interpreting or wanting to 

make a decision. I wrote summary notes on white-boards during each session and 

re-phrased them until all participants reached agreement on priority issues and 

planned actions.  I circulated electronic copies of these notes to all participants for 

further consideration and reference as action was taken and as starting points at 

the next session.  

I invited participants to read peer reviewed papers, suggested and supplied 

by me when they had relevance to issues that arose during AR sessions. The aim 

here was to provide an array of perspectives on relevant issues and to see if 

research and theory could further support the emergence of reflexive praxis.  I 

introduced various practices from Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (Armson, 

2011; Checkland & Poulter, 2006; Ison, 2010) with both sites when AR and ORID 

were not sufficient for making sense of the messiness and complexity of each 

situation or arriving at a clear course of action.   

Systemic Inquiry  

There are often numerous pathways and no agreed starting points to unravel 

complex and messy situations such as regional NRM governance.  Systems’ 

thinking is the “paradigm of thinking holistically” and assumes thinking 

systemically can guide inquiry into situations through organised, reflexive, 

learning systems (Bawden, 2005) and iterative cycles analogous to action 

research (Checkland, 2000).  Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) was developed 

originally by Checkland in the field of management (Jackson, 2000) and has 

been applied in the field of natural resources management by many 

researchers and practitioners since, see for example Bawden (2005), Ison, et al. 

(2007b) and Ison (2010).  As Bawden (2005, p. 169) points out, the responsible 

management of natural resources is contingent on “…the intellectual and moral 

development of the actors involved” and he argues “the systemic development of 

complex, purposefully-managed, natural resource systems is essentially a 

function of the development of the consciously reflexive and critical learning 

systems embedded within them”.  

SSM enables a situation to ‘be thought of’ as if it were a system, with 
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sub-systems.  This enables understanding of the way thinking and practices at 

different levels of a system interact with each other and produce the outcomes 

they do (Bawden, 2005).  The use of mediating objects, such as pictures and 

diagrams, and focussed reflective conversations support people in exploring 

situations and assist with designing improvements within the context of these 

situations (Armson, 2011).    

Bounding the situation by thinking of it as operating like a system and 

giving it a purposive root definition allows exploration of factors that enable or 

constrain actions designed to achieve the purpose in context (Checkland & 

Poulter, 2006).  Systems practices generate conversations about the changes 

people in a situation would like and enable creation of logical actions that can 

support desired change within their situation (Armson, 2011).  Exploration of 

unintended and intended consequences that might arise from actions helps 

identify leverage points for desired change.  SSM is often applied in social 

learning situations where groups of people are dealing with complex and messy 

circumstances and where relationships between stakeholders are as important 

as the goals they seek to achieve (Checkland, 2000; Jackson, 2000).  The 

assumption however, is that participants with diverse stakes in the situation 

are able to engage in the process of inquiry and change.   

I learnt about these practices at a three-day workshop on systems 

thinking delivered by Rosalind Armson and Ray Ison and from further reading 

of texts by Armson (2011), Ison (2009), Checkland (1999), Bawden (2005) and 

Checkland & Poulter (2006).  I tested some of these practices with Sites A and 

B within the bounds of the regular AR sessions when critical junctures 

precipitated a need for methods that could more adequately deal with the 

complexity and messiness than traditional AR.   

Site A declined to extend into a full systemic Inquiry. Site B participants 

did engage, drawing, mapping and diagramming the interconnections between 

people, organisations and institutional arrangements operating in various parts 

of each situation.  Importantly each participant was able to express their 

perspectives of NRM governance, what they felt was working and not working 
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and what they felt needed improving, through the mediating objects of rich 

pictures, systems maps, multiple-cause diagrams, systems definitions and 

human activity systems.  By sharing the contents of and co-constructing these 

mediating objects, participants learnt about and deepened appreciation of each 

other’s perspectives of their shared situations and, their worldviews.  I applied 

these practices according to the stages of inquiry, as illustrated in Figure 3.3.   

 

Figure 3.3 A full cycle of systemic inquiry as applied in this 

research 

I have drawn on Armson (2011) and (Checkland, 1999, 2000; Checkland 

& Poulter, 2006) for the practice descriptions below. 

Rich pictures aided initial exploration participants’ experiences of 

regional NRM governance and provided the basis for sharing differing 

perspectives about what was at play.  An important feature of drawing rich 

pictures is that the process itself helps with making sense of the complexity 

and messiness of a situation, as the various elements, issues and process are 

imagined and drawn (Armson, 2011).  Another feature is that pictures are more 
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effective at showing relationships and interconnections between situational 

elements than a written account, which is necessarily linear in nature 

(Checkland, 2006).  

Themes are a more holistic way of thinking about a mess than simply 

identifying ‘the issue’ or ‘key problems’ and correspond with the systematic 

method of data coding in qualitative analysis (Robson, 2002).  Participants 

extract themes from rich pictures as a way of capturing significant parts of 

messy situations and creating meaningful starting points for thinking about 

and managing complexity.  This minimises the chance of detail overwhelming 

people or of breaking the mess into meaningless bits and dealing with them as 

a series of difficulties (Armson, 2011).   

The Snappy Systems method is simply a rapid way of generating a list of 

different ways of seeing something as a system. Snappy Systems help to explore 

alternative and possibly contradictory, interpretations of purpose for a 

common situation (thought of as a system) from your own and other’s 

perspectives. Snappy Systems breaks up taken-for-granted understandings of 

what a system does. 

Systems maps can show the structure of, and relationships between, 

agreed elements in a situation. Systems maps show the boundary of the 

situation; the hierarchal relationship between elements (named sub-systems) 

and the system environment (outside the boundary).  Systems maps are a 

snapshot and an illustrated list of elements; they make it easier to interpret a 

situation because they display systems and sub-systems that belong together.  

They are useful in the early stages of thinking about a mess because they 

enable thinking be clarified about what is happening, through discussion and 

re-drawing and allow people to experiment with boundaries and choices of 

levels within hierarchies on which to focus (Armson, 2011). 

 Multiple-cause diagramming is useful for diagnosing multi-linear causes 

and effects and associated intended and unintended consequences of various 

courses of action.  Messy situations often appear in the form of ‘something 

going wrong’ followed by attempts to fix it that do not work, or appear to work 
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at first but then cease to work.  Understanding what is happening needs 

diagnosis.  Multiple-cause diagrams recognise that events and phenomena 

rarely have a single cause. The idea of chains of cause and effect is prevalent in 

scientific thinking but causes and effects rarely assemble themselves in chains 

and especially not in messy situations.    Multiple-cause diagrams map the 

webs of intersecting causes and effects and allow diagnosis of persistent 

unwanted phenomena and discernment of intervention points for improving 

the situation.  They can also offer insights into the possible consequences of an 

intervention, allowing the systems thinker to manage or forestall unwanted 

consequences. 

A Systems definition provides a simple but unambiguous template for 

defining an idea for improving a messy situation using the following template:  

A system to do <What> by means of <How> in order to contribute to achieving 

<Why>.  This format generates an un-cluttered purpose statement, including 

how to fulfil it and why it is important.   

TWO CAGES is an acronym for the steps involved in linking the change 

that is described in the system definition with the why, the who and the how.  

These steps are labelled as Transformation, Weltenschaung, Owners, 

Customers, Actors, Guardians, Environment and, Steps for action.  

Weltenschaung, a German word combining worldview and values, yields the 

why of the transformation.  Transformation in this context is more aligned 

with a gradual transition by designing and making improvements in a situation 

(Armson, 2011).  This differs from the understanding of transformation in the 

resilience theory literature as changing to something that is fundamentally 

new (Folke, 2006).  The O, C, A and G enables an analysis of important 

stakeholders.  The Environment requires reflection on factors that are limiting 

on the transformation but immovable.  In this PhD, I changed Environment to 

Limiting factors to avoid confusion with other applications of the word 

environment, meaning the acronym became TWO CAGLS.  The Steps for 

action is a brainstorm of actions that ought to lead to the transformation and 

become the basis for the Human activity system. 
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Human activity systems can support negotiation of and outline the steps 

towards improvements and monitoring results (Armson, 2011). A human 

activity system is a diagram that represents a logical sequence of activities that 

together will achieve the desired transition, as described in the ‘What’ of the 

Systems definition.   

I employed the practice of rich pictures with members of Site A: initially 

with EST members and then in a joint session with LCOT members.  I 

suggested this systemic practice at a time when these teams found the regular 

AR sessions did not enable deep enough analysis for exploring the constraints 

they were experiencing on creating the Alliance.  Site A participants applied 

rich pictures and multiple-cause diagramming but declined to undertake a full 

systemic inquiry.  I describe the application of these methods and analyse 

results in Chapter 4.  I discuss reasons for not proceeding with a full systemic 

inquiry in Chapters 6 and 7.   

In May 2013, I introduced participants at Site B to the concept of 

systemic inquiry.  Participants at Site B wanted something stronger than AR 

that facilitated discussion to contest governance practices and achieve the 

changes in governance they were seeking.  We trialled rich picturing with the 

AR group and went on to plan how we might apply a full systemic inquiry with 

a broader group involving key stakeholders from the CBNRM networks, the 

CCMA and regional staff of the Department of Environment, Land, Water and 

Planning (DELWP).    

Four workshops, encompassing three phases of systemic inquiry, engaged 

over 50 stakeholders from across the region in applying systems practices and 

exploring regional NRM governance through the lens of a multi-scale system of 

governance.  I selected and applied practices I considered appropriate to the 

three phases in a systemic inquiry process - exploring the situation, structuring 

and diagnosing the situation and creating courses of action to improve the 

situation (Armson, 2011). My supervisors Catherine Allan and Ross Colliver 

provided input to my workshop design and co-facilitated the workshops with 

me.  In addition to supporting Site B members to contest governance, my 
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purpose was to develop systemic inquiry practice for application in governance 

situations. 

Data analysis 

The transcriptions of recorded semi-structured interviews and AR sessions 

were the primary sources of data in this research project.  I chose to engage 

professional services to transcribe the recordings because of the volume of data 

(~70 hrs).  I reviewed all transcriptions, correcting grammatical and spelling 

mistakes and assigned unique alpha-numeric codes to each participant whilst 

simultaneously reading the transcripts and listening to the audio recordings.  

During this task, I made memos then wrote summary descriptions for these 

memos as a first cut in interpreting the data.    I then imported corrected 

transcriptions into NVivo 10 for a more detailed level of thematic 

categorisation (coding) (Robson, 2002).  I coded data separately for each site of 

inquiry.  I created categories and nodes based on the memos I created in 

Word, however these changed over time as I got deeper into the analysis and 

reflected on the meaning I was deriving and as I developed a model which 

shapes the structure of data presentation and analysis in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.   

Modelling change 

I have adapted an heuristic device called an Input Transformation Output (ITO) 

Model from SSM for presenting the results of this research.  ITO models are used 

in SSM for thinking about the starting state, purposeful improvements and the 

next state that this transition produces (Armson, 2011).  A generalised ITO model 

is presented below (Figure 3.4) followed by a simple example of transforming the 

input of waste organic matter into an output of compost (Figure 3.5.).   
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I developed an ITO model for thinking about the research; top-down 

forms of governing as the input, action research and social learning, and later 

systemic inquiry as the transforming actions, and adaptive co-governing as the 

output (Figure 3.6.).  This heuristic device frames presentation and analysis of 

data in Chapter 4 – Creating and enabling adaptive co-governance and Chapter 5 

– Contesting and re-designing governance proactively.  The Input frames the 

starting conditions (including history) and influences that prompted interest in 

shifting to adaptive forms of governing at both Sites.   The transforming actions 

frame analysis of the inquiries into practices and institutional arrangements that 

enabled or constrained transitioning to adaptive co-governing.  The third 

element of the model, the Output of adaptive co-governing, frames where each 

site landed and the trajectory they were on when my fieldwork concluded.   

I have adapted the model in Chapter 6 – Facilitating transitions in 

governance.  I added the element of ‘Enabling conditions’ after analysis of my role 

in facilitating these shifts in governance revealed practices beyond facilitation of 

AR sessions and systemic inquiry workshops.  I added the element of ‘Co-

inquiring systemically’ after analysis of the different outcomes at Sites A and B 
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(Figure 3.7.).  Using this heuristic device to think about the research is consistent 

with the SSM practice of linking systemic change with what has come before; the 

outcome of transformation (output) is an improvement on the starting (input) 

state.   

 

For my focus on practices employed for transitioning to adaptive co-

governance, I have framed the analysis of practices as occurring at two levels, in 

the three data chapters: 

1. Level 1 Practices were employed by members of each site of inquiry 

whilst engaging with and leading others in the shift to adaptive 

governing 

2. Level 2 Practices were employed for reflecting on, challenging and re-

thinking actions, assumptions, practices and arrangements that were 

enabling or constraining of the shift to adaptive governing  

Level 1 Practices are akin to the first-order cybernetics tradition and 

single-loop learning (Anderson, 1992; Argyris & Schön, 1978; Dick & Dalmau, 

1991; Ison, 2010).  I observed some of these practices ‘in action’, for example 

during Cluster meetings and Landcare interactions, though the main accounts 

of these were given by participants during AR sessions whilst describing 

practices employed in their work or partner interactions. Level 2 Practices are 

akin to second-order cybernetics and double-loop learning.  These were the 

practices employed by participants during AR sessions and Systemic Inquiry 

workshops and involved reflecting on and challenging actions and assumptions 

and re-thinking their next courses of action.   
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Chapter 4 - Co-ordinating the shift to adaptive co-governance 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on Site A, beginning with the context and conditions that 

precipitated interest amongst Site A participants in changing NRM governance 

from top-down to adaptive co-co-governance.  The context and condition 

descriptions are drawn from document reviews, web sites and the first semi-

structured interview. After condition descriptions I move into participant 

reflections on the conditions and past practices that helped shape their interest 

in transitioning governance.   

Following these reflections I present the practices employed by Site A 

members to transform regional NRM from hybrid to adaptive forms of 

governance.  These practices were discussed during AR sessions as participants 

reflected on and planned the actions they undertook when working with partners 

on the new Regional Catchment Strategy (RCS3) and in the development of the 

co-governance Alliance.  I conclude the chapter with reflections on the elements 

of social learning that occurred. 

Context and Starting Conditions  

Inquiry Site A was set within the Port Phillip and Westernport Catchment 

Management Authority (PPWCMA), the NRM body responsible for Integrated 

Catchment Management (ICM) in the Port Phillip and Western Port region.  

The region is centred on Melbourne, the major city in Victoria, Australia where 

in 2010 over 4 million people resided (Figure 4.1).  The region’s total area is 1.3 

million hectares and is ecologically diverse, with five major catchments 

comprising volcanic grassland plains in the west, mountains and forests in the 

north and east and two large marine bays, Port Phillip and Western Port in the 

south (www.ppwrcs.vic.gov.au).  The land use types are approximately 13% 

urban, 42% forest and 45% rural farmland which includes intensive horticulture 

and broad-acre agricultural areas that contribute around $1 billion annually or 15 
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% of Victoria’s gross annual income from agricultural production (PPWCMA, 

2013).   

  
Figure 4.1 Port Phillip and Westernport Catchment Management Authority 
region, Victoria, Australia 

 

The principle role of CMAs is to co-ordinate ICM within their designated 

regions.  The CaLP Act outlines how CMAs are expected to carry out this role 

and emphasises that they ensure “the participation of landholders, resource 

managers and other community members in catchment management and land 

protection”(Victoria, 2006).  Under Section 19E of the CaLP Act a Statement of 

Obligations (SoO) further details the roles and responsibilities of CMAs to 

“Clarify the manner in which CMA activities should be undertaken and the level to 

which CMA activities should be performed, by specifying obligations which relate 

to the performance of broad legislative functions and policy responsibilities” 

(DEPI, 2014; DSE, 2007). Corporate Plans, Regional Catchment Strategies and 

Regional Catchment Investment Plans are the key documents that guide all 

activities of CMAs.   
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Impetus for shifting to adaptive co-governance  

Prior to this research commencing, the PPWCMA had made a commitment to 

changing the way it approached ICM.  The EST was responsible for designing 

and managing this new approach, and re-framing the role of PPWCMA as co-

ordinator of ICM.  By 2011 a robust belief had emerged within the Board and 

senior staff that collaborative alliances built on shared decision making, co-

planning and co-operative management represented the desired approach for 

creating and implementing RCS3.   

Dissatisfaction with the structure, processes and outcomes of previous 

RCSs had led the Board and staff to explore new ways of creating and 

implementing their next RCS and fulfilling their statutory obligations, under the 

CaLP Act.  An evaluation of the 2004-2009 RCS (RCS2), experience with the 

Living Links Project, a sub-regional alliance working effectively in their region 

(Scanlon, 2011), and visits to other environmental alliances in the US, for 

example the Chicago Wilderness influenced re-evaluation of how the PPWCMA 

wished to undertake its role and responsibilities with RCS3. 

Since inception in 1996 PPWCMA has fulfilled its role through RCSs and 

various sub-plans, for example Native Vegetation Plans, Landcare Support 

Strategies and various environmental projects.  The usual process and format 

for RCSs in Victoria since 2002 had been to identify major catchment ‘assets’, 

for example land, water, biodiversity and coasts; assign goals for each asset; 

assess the risks to each asset; then set objectives, targets and actions to achieve 

the goals whilst mitigating risks for each asset (PPWCMA, 2004).    CMA staff 

typically drafted a document, then sought input from stakeholders through 

consultative workshops, resulting in a published in hard copy final version. 

That document then guides action for the ensuing five - seven years, with 

progress reported on annually.  RCSs are able to be amended under Schedule 2 

of the CaLP Act, however this had not occurred prior to the PPWCMA applying 

the process in 2015. 

Each region’s RCS is assessed against a framework devised by the 

Victoria Government after an “appropriate” level of community consultation 
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has been undertaken (PPWCMA, 2004).  The Australian Government (AG) 

Natural Heritage Trust Phase II also required RCSs (during the period 2003 to 

2008) to be accredited in order for CMAs to receive federal funding to aid in 

RCS development and implementation (EA, 2002).  With the advent of the 

Australian Government Caring for Our Country (CfOC) Program in 2008, 

which targeted investment for high priority areas, RCS accreditation was no 

longer required. Instead, the AG sought to influence environmental and NRM 

action through CfOC’s business plan that specified which key environmental 

areas and assets were eligible for AG funding (Fenner School of Environment 

and Society, 2011).   

This approach left large areas within many regions ineligible for funding; 

at the same time, there was a significant drop in core funding to CMAs (Fenner 

School of Environment and Society, 2011).  CMAs lost the capacity to negotiate 

priorities with their regional communities, undermining their legitimacy as co-

ordinators of ICM, while loss of core funding undermined their institutional 

capacity to deliver important outcomes for their regions (Robins & Kanowski, 

2011).  

During this period of change the PPWCMA commissioned a review of 

RCS2 to assess how well the RCS guided action on the PPWCMAs vision that 

“The RCS will become the common regional ‘roadmap’, guiding substantial 

investment and effort in land, water and biodiversity conservation across the 

region” (RMCG, 2008, pp 2).  That study found that the RCS2 was successful 

compared with other Victorian RCSs, due to its logic and asset-based structure 

and despite only a 52% completion rate of 106 actions being achieved.  Research 

confirmed the value of the RCS2 in describing the catchment and the many 

challenges facing it.  A second finding was that, despite extensive consultation 

by PPWCMA, partners lacked strong ownership of targets and actions.  A 

PPWCMA staff member observed: 

  “The purpose and value of the RCS is probably understood in different ways 

by each of its audiences. Some may see its targets and actions as optional 

additions to their existing programs; others may see them as useful 
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obligations; others may consider the RCS interesting but largely irrelevant to 

their work”. 

(RMCG, 2008: p 29) 

These findings and changes in AG funding arrangements prompted 

questioning by PPWCMA Board and staff of the way they fulfilled their role and 

responsibilities as co-ordinator of ICM.  The major issues that the PPWCMA 

felt needed better management were:  

• Complexity and uncertainty relating to setting targets, the science 

behind them, the timeframes to achieve them and the externalities 

relating to them;  

• Creating plans that had common purpose, contained meaning and had 

influence for a diverse range of stakeholders;  

• Ways to engage broadly with people active on the ground who 

ultimately need to undertake actions to achieve the plan targets in a 

highly populated region, and;  

• Establishing and maintaining feed-back loops between setting and 

achieving targets for reporting and continual improvement. 

These points were discussed in early conversations between PPWCMA senior 

managers, RCS Committee members and me, when discussing our research 

focus.  We co-wrote them into an internal document and after agreement on 

the content the material provided background in the research agreement. 

Roles and responsibilities revisited 

The Board and staff decided to create RCS3 as a web-based strategy able to be 

reviewed and updated annually, and to create an alliance of partners from state 

agencies and local government.  The aim for this alliance was to become a co-

governance body which would become the ‘owners’ and co-ordinators of RCS3. 

The CMA's value proposition to their partners was that a co-governance alliance 

would “make working together more effective and beneficial than working alone” 

(PPWCMA, 2012).  Decisions were yet to be made on what power the CMA 

Board (which has statutory responsibility) would relinquish to an alliance.  

The PPWCMAs intention was to create an RCS with unambiguous 
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environmental information with and for local government and regionally-

based environmental managers and planners, who would then link it with their 

social and economic information to produce well-informed environmental 

targets and strategies.  The partners would set their own targets and strategies 

to achieve them, which would then guide environmental action in landscapes 

for which partner organisations had responsibility and the power to allocate 

resources. The collation of these landscape-based targets, strategies and actions 

would become RCS3; a strategy comprised completely of partners’ own goals 

and actions.  The role for the PPWCMA would be to facilitate the co-

governance alliance and enable partners to fulfil the strategies and actions, and 

report to government on their progress and resourcing needs.  The relationships 

(narrow, linear arrows) between the PPWCMA Board of Governance, Board RCS 

Advisory Committee, staff teams and partner organisations involved in 

undertaking catchment activities are illustrated in Figure 4.2 below. 

 

Figure 4.2 Levels of governance and management of board and staff and 
relationships with partner organisation at Site A 
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Setting up for the shift to adaptive co-governance 

The approach was a major break with past RCSs.  With endorsement from senior 

management and the CMA Board, the EST chose to give the next RCS a strategic 

focus on the co-ordination of environmental improvement across the region, and 

to follow principles of ecological integrity and resilience, a departure from 

previous state government policy for RCSs of a “triple bottom line” approach 

(DSE, 2007). In March 2012 (prior to my research commencing) I was invited to 

contribute to a session with the EST, to share thinking about the co-governance 

alliance (the Alliance), bringing in ideas from the literature that related to co-

governance arrangements and how social learning could assist with the 

development and facilitation of the Alliance.   

I focussed on common constraints in multi-scale governance situations, 

relating mainly to ways of planning and taking action within top-down, scientific 

management approaches (Brunner & Steelman, 2005).  I introduced social 

learning as collective learning, negotiating and acting, outlining how in other 

situations purposeful facilitation of social learning had enabled participants to 

identify and negotiate contentious issues, develop shared understanding, plan 

and take action and review action in light of outcomes (SLIM, 2004e). 

Figure 4.3 Site A’s proposed RCS Alliance model, with three scales of 
governance, some of their roles and activities. 
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The team responded with strong interest in social learning as an 

appropriate approach for transitioning from hybrid to adaptive planning and for 

redefining their role as facilitator of a co-governance alliance and co-ordinator of 

an adaptive strategy.  A conceptual diagram was developed, by EST and me, as a 

way of thinking about the three broad scales of governance that members felt 

were relevant to the Alliance (Figure 4. 4.).  It was taken to LCOT members for 

their input and endorsement, to serve as an heuristic device when thinking about 

roles across levels in regional governance and how the CMA could support each. 

 The style of this diagram, i.e. a Venn diagram, intentionally illustrates that 

whilst levels of governance are recognisable, there are connections between 

them.  The areas of intersection are spaces where cross-scale governance activity 

and arrangements occur and are organised for a purpose.  The purpose of activity 

between sub-regional and regional levels was to generate asset targets that were 

owned by sub-regional actors, e.g. Local government, and recorded in the RCS3.  

The purpose of activity between local and sub-regional levels was to plan and 

resource local level action.  The purpose of activity between local and regional 

levels was to inform each other of priorities and activities at the other level.  

Forums where this happened were to this point rare though it was discussed as 

desirable to facilitate these at some point in the evolution of the Alliance.   

The areas of cross-over between local and sub-regional levels and between 

sub-regional and regional were drawn intentionally larger than the space 

between local and regional; this was indicative of the time and resources and 

strength of connection between these levels.  The EST main focus was on the 

regional and sub-regional levels and their intersection, whilst the LCOT focus 

was on the intersection between local and sub-regional levels. 

Reflecting on starting conditions with Inquiry Site A  

CMAs have existed for two decades in Victoria and were established through the 

top-down process of regionalisation (Taylor, 2009).  This process acknowledges 

that the regional scale is often the best fit between ecological landscapes and co-

ordinating the NRM efforts of actors living and working in those landscapes.  

Regionalisation was also mooted as a process of devolution from central 
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government to actors at lower levels, however the experience for regional bodies 

has more frequently been one of having devolved responsibility for ICM but not 

devolved power to determine priorities and best fit solutions (Jennings & Moore, 

2000; Wallington et al., 2008).   

In effect CMAs find themselves imposing government priorities and 

planning processes onto NRM actors, who themselves already have their own 

priorities and ways of working.  Ultimately, the lack of inclusion and recognition 

of local priorities and knowledge constrains ownership of regional plans by other 

regional actors (Lane, 2003).   

Constraints and enablers on co-governance of regional strategy 
In the first semi-structured interview, members at Site A reflected on the 

influences and practices employed through RCS2, which revealed the following as 

factors that were constraining and enabling of collaborative governance of 

regional strategy:   

• Practices that constrained ownership and adaptive governance 

o Applying consultative rather than collaborative practices for setting 

and reporting on targets and actions    

o Being a small CMA in a busy NRM field with lots of organisations 

vying for each other’s attention 

o No consistent practice in the CMA for challenging assumptions 

with partner organisations 

o Coercive use of funding, rather than eliciting voluntary co-

operation, undermining legitimacy and authority 

o Actions that broke trust, for example publishing the failure of 

organisations to achieve targets 

o A static, unresponsive physically printed strategy – minimum 5 year 

timeframe without review or change 

• Practices that enabled ownership and co-governance 

o Evaluating and reflecting as a team on what did and did not work in 

RCS2 and demonstrating transparency by sharing the learning 
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o Jointly exploring and negotiating with partner organisations 

measures of progress on targets and empowering those responsible 

to determine best actions  

o Developing strong relationships with people in partner 

organisations and involving them in decision making 

o Employing mediating objects to facilitate negotiations 

o Employing program logic, setting SMART targets and  asking good 

questions 

Examples and brief discussions of these constraints and enablers are now given. 

The assessment by RMCG (2008) was referred to several times during the 

interview as it had provided a formal process for questioning practices employed 

by PPWCMA in designing, consulting, and reporting on RCS2.  The participants 

and I all referred to various findings in this report to highlight or prompt 

reflection on a particular issue or example. That report noted a contradiction; 

stakeholders felt the development process of the last RCS was inclusive and a 

positive action, yet they also perceived that targets and actions were too broad or 

too prescriptive.  The team asked why partners’ ownership of the previous RCS 

targets and actions, which reached only a 52% completion rate, was so low.  One 

member reflected: 

SA/3: I think that one of the headlines that sticks out to me in that report 

[RMCG, 2008] was that there was insufficient involvement of the 

agencies and the responsible organisations... consistently enough to 

really feel like they owned it. There was an attempt to make the old 

RCS reflect what they were doing….it may well have done that. But 

it still didn’t build that sense of personal ownership that senior 

management should have had in the thing.  

I think it [RMCG Report] confirmed that we’d done a lot of 

guessing about who was going to be responsible for what action. 

The whole process relied in the end on sending out letters to people 

saying here’s the draft, you’re in it - silence is consent I think in 

effect. There was a lot of silence. 
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 PPWCMA has always been small in comparison with other Victorian 

CMAs, yet had 52 agencies and organisations with NRM responsibilities with 

whom to engage.  Site A participants were very aware that they needed to be 

strategic in the way they worked with their partners to complement rather than 

complicate NRM efforts in this region.   

Vying for attention in this busy NRM space was challenging, particularly 

with larger organisations such as state government departments.  Creating the 

RCS in the traditional way, where draft targets and actions were generated by the 

CMA and partners then invited to comment or consent to these targets, did not 

result in high rates of actions being implemented by many partner organisations. 

SA/2: Early on in the piece after the RCS had been published, [co-worker] and I 

started knocking on doors. We went to the great Taj Mahal in Nicholson 

Street and realised that just writing DSE as a responsible agency - a lead 

agency - in actions is pointless because there’s no accountability at that 

scale for an action. You actually have to properly list the people and the 

issues at least of who are going to be responsible for [which actions]. 

SA/4: So immediately post-publication we started knocking on doors with this 

template in our hand called implementation briefs. They were an attempt 

to get names, phone numbers, process planning - who was going to do it 

all. That was the basis for populating the action tracking database. Often 

we got, “oh not our department - I don’t know who signed up to that but it 

wasn’t me” or “You’ve got to be kidding, we don’t have the budget for 

that”. 

 As co-ordinators of ICM in their region, it is incumbent upon a CMA to 

work closely with all parties who have responsibility or are voluntarily 

participating in NRM activities, to maximise co-operation and efficiencies in the 

collective effort (Taylor, 2009).  The PPWCMA experience was that despite 

consultation, if a strategy itself does not have strong connections with individuals 

within an organisation, and their ways of deciding on actions, then 

implementation will be undermined.   



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 73 
 

Site A members realised they had assumed the RCS was as important to 

other agencies as it was to the CMA.   For example: 

SA/2: I think we have a higher level of self-awareness now than we had 

then. In the end we made a lot of assumptions about who cared, 

who knew us and knew what the RCS was meant to be trying to do 

and how many of them actually felt it was adding value to their 

processes. I think we’ve spent a number of years asking those 

questions of ourselves and of them.  

 What we need to have in those [partner] relationships is 

understanding of what we’re about and acceptance that our input 

can add value to someone else’s output. Once you’ve got that 

relationship and they see yes, working with this person can help me 

do my job better, there has to be an investment by them into that 

process to work together to do it. 

Another insight was that co-operation appeared dependent on the 

coercive exercise of directing funding to elicit partner fulfilment of actions, 

similar to the influence over NRM decisions by the Australian Government 

during the NHT program described in Chapter 2 (pp32).  This is similar to the 

coercive assertion of power exercised by the Australian Government through the 

control of funding in the NHTI, NHTII and Caring for Our Country Programs 

(Farrelly, 2009; Bellamy et al., 2002). 

SA/15: There’s been a few mentions of this but it hasn’t really been explicitly 

stated, that the relationship with our partners in relation to 

implementing the RCS targets and outcomes that you want to achieve is 

intrinsically [connected] to what money we can actually channel towards 

them. Because that’s the only sure way to get them to actually start 

taking homage of some of our stuff and actually then reporting in the 

way that we need them to report. It’s that leverage that we get through 

investment in weeds or whatever targets we’re aiming to get that often 

tips them over the line and actually starts getting them to invest that 
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money from their own pocket or reallocate budgets internally to try and 

actually augment what they’re doing.  

Site A members questioned their authority and legitimacy and concluded 

that they had no real authority in co-ordinating ICM.  Wallington et al., (2008, 

pp11) describe legitimacy as “a measure of the consent of citizens to the exercise of 

power” and note that the participatory and networked nature of regional 

governance has blurred the roles of state actors, leading to uncertainty about 

their legitimacy to assert authority.   This realisation about their lack of authority 

led Site A to explore other ways of working with partners to elicit voluntary 

participation.  As explained: 

SA/3: What it really reveals to me is that we have no authority. That all the 

relationships that we had through the RCS were voluntary and 

sometimes a bit begrudging. I can remember several people I tried 

working with on the RCS, there were a couple of guys that were doing 

coastal erosion mapping which vaguely fitted into one of the RCS 

actions. So I turned up and said hey you guys are implementing WA43. 

They’d go, really? But I persevered and tracked what they were doing.  

 But they didn’t really want to be in it. I think a lot of the people that 

kind of cooperated with us, it was a bit of a Pavlov’s dog reaction - I 

used to call it the Pavlov’s dog reaction - hi, we’re from the Catchment 

Management Authority constituted under the Catchment and Land 

Protection Act. So people would go all right, I guess I’ll cooperate. 

Surprisingly few of them thought I don’t have to cooperate with you.  

 If you’re going to actually deal with people because they’re voluntarily 

agreeing to deal with you, then what’s the point of pretending you’re 

in authority. You’ve got to actually produce something which 

encourages and responds to people’s willingness to do it voluntarily.  

This is indicative of the thinking that caused the CMA to switch focus to 

how it might engage partners to achieve voluntary involvement in RCS3.  The 

CMA wished to create genuine buy-in to RCS3, engender a sense of responsibility 
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amongst partners for fulfilling actions and in the process gain legitimacy in their 

facilitative role.   

One practice that Site A had developed during the previous RCS was an 

action tracking system with periodic milestones as a method for recording and 

reporting on the progress of actions.  After getting mixed responses to the 

Implementation Briefs mentioned above (“I don’t know who signed up to that, but 

it wasn’t me”) the team re-visited partners to go through the action tracking 

system.  They approached this as an opportunity to build closer relationships and 

negotiate targets and actions and how these would be reported on.   Site A 

members showed genuine interest in how partners had gone about undertaking 

actions, demonstrating an acceptance that this would vary from partner to 

partner and from what was originally described in the RCS.  The action tracking 

database was used to facilitate conversations around appropriateness of targets 

and progress with actions.  This new practice enabled Site A members to have 

one-on-one conversations with most of their partners about targets and actions.  

This did not necessarily improve the completion rate of targets in the RCS2, but 

did enable learning about how to negotiate more meaningful targets and actions 

which they took into RCS3:   

SA/3: The action tracking database meant that we had to be on the phone to 

people or visiting them and finding out what they were doing with 

who, when and how in order to report on that. Now - I think by the 

time we got to the end of the RCS [RCS2] we knew a lot of people. We 

used to surprise ourselves with how much we knew about who was 

doing what with who around the region. That was useful. It built our 

relationships in tracking the actions and it built our relationships with 

all of the agencies in the region. 

 I think it gave us the means to be more influential because of the way 

that we tracked how it was being implemented. So in many ways 

whilst it wasn’t environmentally effective it set us up to be better 

coordinators of integrated catchment management this third time 

around.  
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In some cases it was the practice of negotiating milestones that worked 

well to strengthen relationships.  Despite low completion of actions, the process 

of negotiating milestone reporting resulted in agreement on what to report and 

on the method for monitoring progress. 

Facilitator:  The milestones, were they individually negotiated with the lead 

agencies? 

SA/3: That’s where we started to actually build real relationships, is doing 

those negotiations.  

SA/1: I’ve got a good example. I think it was land action five…Plants and 

Animals. One of the actions in there was tracking the implementation 

of the Pest Plant and Animal Plan. I was tasked with finding a way to 

monitor its implementation. I was able to develop a good relationship 

with [a colleague] in particular in DPI who understood what we were 

trying to do - achieve - and was willing to engage with us and build a 

relationship.  

 So we developed a process together which was to take all of the 

different actions in there, weight them about how important you 

thought they were and allocate each of those a score of how 

implemented they were. So it was a negotiation between both of us 

about how to go about reporting the implementation. I think we 

reported it at about 30 per cent complete and the rabbit plan maybe 

five per cent complete. Although that wasn’t a good thing, he 

understood where that came from and he agreed with the assumptions 

about why we got there. 

 I think the milestones really created a way to engage with people and 

create discussion about how to achieve the thing. Maybe we would 

have had a greater rate of implementation if we’d had that buy-in at 

the start.  

The above quote illustrates how the practice of involving people in 

problem solving (Sennett, 2012) and the decisions that they ultimately will be 
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responsible for can be conducive to trusting relationships and voluntary co-

operation (Ostrom, 1999; Marshall, 2008).   It also illustrates that when people 

feel genuinely listened to and their views respected that trust builds and they are 

once again more likely to co-operate voluntarily (Sennett, 2013). In deciding to 

co-operate voluntarily and trust others, people are also deciding that those they 

are co-operating with have legitimacy in what they do (Sennett, 2012).   

Knowledge sharing and validation have also been shown as critical to trust 

building and legitimation of collaborative process (Emerson & Gerlak, 2014).  

Furthermore, the use of the action tracker in this situation is akin to the practice 

in SSM of using mediating objects for facilitating exploration, analysis and 

negotiation (Ison, 2010; Armson, 2011).  Many of the mapping and diagramming 

methods employed in SSM are purposively used as mediating objects for keeping 

the focus on the situation and the task at hand and away from people and 

personalities.  

This approach is supported by research on identifying task and personality 

conflict and dealing with them separately.  Trust in relationships helps keep the 

focus on resolution of task conflicts and less focussed on personality conflict 

(Simons & Peterson, 2000).  Another benefit of this practice is that it reveals 

similarities and differences in perspectives specific to situations, enabling them to 

be incorporated in negotiations.  Importantly differences can be resolved or 

explicitly accommodated in decision making rather than ignored because they 

are perceived as contentious and a potential source of conflict (Allan & Wilson, 

2009; Poncelet, 2001). 

By contrast, the publication of regional environmental condition in a 

Catchment Condition Report Card during RCS2 undermined relationships and 

broke trust.  The report was published in the Herald Sun newspaper and on the 

PPWCMA web site.    The intention was to create a device for reporting the state 

of the environment, as is their responsibility under the CaLP Act.  The most 

notable message, however, was the declining condition for many areas of the 

catchment (PPWCMA, 2007), with implication that those responsible had failed 
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to take adequate action to protect the environment.  This did not endear the 

PPWCMA to their partners.  

SA/2: We put out this catchment condition report card at a regional scale 

that arbitrarily grouped councils and then rated their patch on the 

basis of its condition, which implied some responsibility on them 

but maybe they really had little influence over it. At the same time, 

we continued to try to engage them to work with us. The last 

transaction they’ve actually had with us was painting a bad story 

about what they’re apparently doing that they haven’t got any 

influence over. 

Facilitator: How did that go?  

SA/2: Well, we weren’t overwhelmed with letters of protest from councils 

but at the same time, can you expect to then go and build and grow 

productive working relationships with them?  

Facilitator: Did you? 

SA/2: Well, we continue to try. Again, our program logic would say, are 

you nuts? These people aren’t predisposed to have a positive view 

of your organisation, given your history with them. Until you build 

that bridge or mend that damage, you’re not actually going to grow 

that relationship.  

SA/4: It’s actually accepting that there could have been some damage 

from what we sent out, I think is the critical part for us as an 

organisation. I don’t think we realise sometimes that that report - 

say the 2007 catchment condition report that was in The Herald 

Sun, The Age and the media, sure they may not have written us 

letters but ……… that takes a long time to fix.  We shouldn't dwell 

on the past but we have to accept that we may not have handled 

some of these relationships very well.  
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The team understood it had broken trust and knew it had to take steps to 

re-build trust before relationships could be re-invigorated.  Sharing the review of 

RCS2 was a positive step towards re-building trust.  

SA/4:  I think it gave us some credibility externally, that we got it [RCS2] 

externally reviewed. ………………. I did hear a little bit that I think 

that the fact that we actually got somebody external in to do a 

review of the effectiveness of it has given us some credibility. I 

think - assuming - that we’re building on our credibility now with 

the RCS3 alliance type of discussion. The way we’re trying to build 

it this time around seems to be a logical progression from openly 

reviewing it - where did we go well, where did we [not go well] - 

then onto this more inclusive version next time. So I think it was a 

really good first step in that... 

 Transparency about successes and failures strengthened credibility, and 

the team’s willingness to look at CMA performance led to learning their way into 

new ways of thinking about their work and new practices.     

SA/3: The other thing that happened with those implementation briefs 

and trying to create milestones was that that took us on the whole 

journey of learning about program logic, evaluation and evaluation 

questions. We learned heaps, which we didn’t realise we were going 

to learn when we set out. That’s been really influential on the way 

in which we’ve gone about doing things ever since. 

Facilitator: How? What influence has it had? 

SA/3: Understanding how to know what’s possible when you’re setting 

targets, understanding how easy it is to set targets that actually 

have no - aren’t rooted in reality.  

Facilitator: But how do you know that? What’s the process that you go through 

to determine that? 
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SA/3: I guess for me it was learning how to ask the question, ‘What needs 

to happen in order to achieve this?’ Then that whole chain of cause 

and effect and working through that in a logical way.  

SA/1: Also working towards setting SMART targets - specific, measurable, 

achievable, relevant, timely... 

The practice of creating RCS2 as a hard copy document limited flexibility 

when targets changed.  Each year, targets that had no currency or responsible 

agency continued to be reported on as ‘not achieved’.   

SA/1: I think another thing that I’m pretty sure is in there …… it talked 

about us continuing to track and monitor things that had fallen 

over - farm forestry action comes to mind, which the government 

interest in funding anything to do with farm forestry ceased after 

about 16 months post-publication. Yet we continue to track and 

monitor how the thing was progressing rather than saying this is a 

defunct action and now we’re going to take it out. So that’s - that 

finding has also driven our desire to have this thing continually 

updated and improved with the new strategy. 

 Similarly, policy changes mid-way through RCS2 had undermined the 

credibility of the Strategy.  For example, a new policy required PPWCMA and 

other partners (Melbourne Water and local Government) to deliver on additional 

stormwater targets that had no strategic basis in the RCS.  The CMA had no 

capacity to accommodate new targets.  Initially, new stormwater targets lacked 

the strategic impetus of the RCS, and the CMA had little influence in working 

with partners on the new targets: 

SA/2: There were things like the legislation in 2006, mid-term, on the 

Water Sensitive Urban Design legislation. Suddenly every new 

estate had to have onsite water management filtration which had a 

huge impact on our collective ability to reach our stormwater 

targets - stormwater quality targets. But we had no influence 

actually over that.....at that time. 
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 It was examples such as this that prompted the PPWCMA to consider how 

to better engage partners in an adaptively managed strategy that could 

accommodate shifts in priorities and policies and enable regular updating.  Below 

I present the practices and arrangements that Site A employed to facilitate a shift 

to adaptive co-governance of RCS3. 

Practices employed for shifting to adaptive co-governing  

First-order practices, employed by Site A members for acting on and leading 

others in the shift to adaptive co-governing, were described and discussed during 

AR sessions or were observed by me in various forums, including events such as 

Cluster meetings.  For example, Site A members went to Cluster meetings to 

present the web-based RCS as a straw-man version and then worked with Cluster 

members on identifying data required for generating targets.  Second-order 

practices were employed for designing the shift towards adaptive co-governing 

through reflection and re-evaluation of the first-order practices.   I describe and 

give some examples of first-order practices and then present and give examples of 

second-order practices.  This division is arbitrary but useful for ease of writing 

about and understanding the two levels of practices.   

First-order practices for leading the shift to adaptive governing 

Site A members coined the phrase ‘alliance building’, to describe their approach 

to working with partners and used the catch phrase ‘Working together is better 

than working alone’, when introducing the co-governance concept to 

prospective partners.   Alliance building was the CMAs response to low levels of 

voluntary co-operation from partners in the previous RCS, negative feedback 

on the value proposition of the Alliance and an understanding that partners 

needed support to build capacity for adaptive co-governance.   

Site A participants realised that they needed to build commitment to 

RCS3 and the Alliance across the multiple levels within their agency partners; 

Environment Managers and Officers, Planners and Information Managers and 

senior managers; and with senior bureaucrats and the Minister within the 

Victorian government.   

The assumption behind alliance building was that if they purposefully 
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approached every interaction with partners as an opportunity to strengthen 

relationships and connections with partners, voluntary commitment to the RCS 

and Alliance would deepen.  This theory, with its associated assumptions and 

practices were developed and reflected on during AR sessions over six months.    

Six practices were developed by Site A members to act on their theory of 

Alliance Building:   

Taking time for relationships  

Facilitating a learning culture 

Seeking endorsement, increasing accountability 

Creating strategy from a Straw Man  

Employing adaptable technology 

Communicating consistently with all partners   

Site A members discussed these practices as each became relevant to 

their leadership of change but they did not name them as such.  I created two 

summaries of the research which outlined the prominent issues and fleshed out 

the practices as named above.  I presented these summaries to Site A members 

in February 2013 and December 2014 and their responses and feedback 

confirmed my account of the practices.  

Taking time for relationships 

Reflecting on how working closely with partners helped strengthen 

relationships, and in turn increased commitment to RCS2, led Site A members 

to devote much of their time to this practice.  They assumed an almost case 

manager approach where individual members would commit to working with 

particular partners, based on their existing relationships or their ability to get 

along with particular people.   

Being a small team with limited resources, Site A participants were aware of 

the large number of partners they had to engage with in creating RCS3 and the 

Alliance.  They learnt early on that working individually with all their partners 

continually was beyond their staff resources and timeframe for developing RCS3.  
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The approach they developed was to make first contact one-on-one to brief a 

partner on the new approach, and to invite them to participate in a forum of their 

choice to explore the web-based strategy.  Forums were intra-organisational for 

larger organisations or partners who were not ready to engage with others or inter-

organisational, such as the sub-regional clusters.   

Site A members introduced the new way they proposed to handle target 

setting, but did not rush their partners into setting targets or even immediately 

agreeing with the way assets and targets were articulated.  They moved at a 

pace they felt matched their partners’ ability to adjust to the new way of 

thinking.  The following quote demonstrates the Team’s appreciation that 

changing to an adaptive RCS and Alliance required time and effort for partners 

to adjust.   

SA/1: So rather than them signing on the dotted line [now] and saying 

“I take a leadership role in achieving this target,” …… [we ask our 

partners] to actually agree in principle to support what we’re 

doing in building an alliance to support this RCS, but part of that 

agreement is that they’ll continue to converse with us about the 

targets and the detail in the targets and their role. 

The steps of first seeking agreement on the principles underpinning the 

RCS and Alliance and then agreement to continue conversing about setting 

targets and the new role for partners in the Alliance align well with several 

leadership skills highlighted as important to adaptive management (Schultz & 

Fazey, 2009).  For example, ‘Managing out – building relationships with 

stakeholders outside the organisation’, ‘Nurturing creativity and diversity in 

views and knowledge’ and ‘Securing commitment of people involved – e.g. 

through small wins’.       

Facilitating a culture of learning together 

Membership of sub-regional clusters, originally named Project Reporting Units 

or PRUs, followed local government boundaries (Figure 4.3).  They were initially 

considered convenient groupings for reporting, but the potential for PRUs to 

become social learning forums soon became obvious. In the clusters, partners 
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who had expressed support for the alliance could, through peer learning and 

mentoring, support development of the Alliance and RCS3.  

Site A members had received positive feedback that partners were happy 

to use cluster configurations to work on the detail of assets, targets and actions. 

SA/4: I got the message that the next round of engagements is actually 

at the PRU scale, to talk about some of the detail. I got clear 

indication from just about everyone I spoke to in the afternoon 

that that's really what they want next. They're happy to work 

together with their colleagues next door and I wonder whether we 

should in fact not even engage anymore with single councils, 

unless they really want to. The guy from [local government], he 

said "Look, let's just all get together, we know the people, most of 

them next door in how you grouped us together, we’re pretty 

comfortable with the group you've set up, let's get in and start 

there" 

Figure 4.4 Site A map of Project Reporting Units or Clusters following local 
government boundaries 
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Site A members were also conscious of building capacity for social 

learning amongst groups of partners.  They were aware that not everyone could 

comfortably move into a social learning setting if they had not worked together 

before.   In early cluster meetings, Site A members consciously made some time 

at the beginning for participants to converse and get to know each other before 

asking them to consider the forum’s collaborative potential.   

SA/3: So if we work with multiples,…..we need to make time to facilitate 

their ability to work together because often they don't know each 

other and working together in that sort of strange – it's a strange 

collaboration for them and I reckon that an hour dedicated to 

helping that, to oil the wheels, would be really well repaid. 

I attended an early cluster session when environment planners, officers 

and managers from three peri-urban Shire Councils met to discuss the assets of 

Native Vegetation and Hinterland and the issues involved in setting and acting 

on targets in the new way.   As an observer, I noted that participants valued the 

opportunity to give their views, explore what their neighbouring councils 

thought about applying targets in this new way and what they saw as the issues 

in relation to preserving native vegetation and rural land in increasingly 

fragmented landscapes.  Site A members reflected in a similar way of a different 

cluster meeting: 

Facilitator: Are there any sort of broad observations or reflections on how the 

cluster meetings have been going or how they are shaping up? 

SA/3: We got some really good suggestions about, for example, 

distinguishing between public and private land and the core 

habitats. 

SA/1: My key learning, well it was probably more a reinforcement than 

learning, I asked them specifically at the end “did you get value 

out of having your peers here at the table?”  We had the Biosphere 

guy doing the bio links plan as well and all of them said “Yes 

absolutely, I really wanted to hear what he had to say and where 

he was at” and” I wanted to hear what they were doing and I had 
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heard they were doing this.”  That just reinforced to me how 

valuable getting these clusters together is.  Like we have suspected 

they were valuable but that they really drove it home that there is 

a lot of value for them just in getting together. 

Councils also expressed how refreshing it was to be asked by the CMA to 

contribute data to the RCS, and to see it presented in the web format where it 

could be aggregated with neighbours’ data and accessed for planning and 

monitoring purposes. With appreciation of meeting in clusters came potential 

of an adaptively managed RCS and the Alliance as a social learning forum. 

Further into the development of cluster meetings, Site A reflected on comments 

from cluster members that sometimes they would be more comfortable in 

different cluster configurations.  Site A members empowered these clusters to 

self-select and found their preferences were based on existing relationships with 

neighbouring Councils based on common landscapes or common issues and 

ways of working.  The cluster groupings therefore sometimes changed, 

depending on the issues being dealt with.  For example, a shared waterway 

might provide connections for a cluster of rural and urban councils, whereas the 

same rural councils would join other rural councils to work on issues of 

agricultural land.  

SA/1:  They tend to cluster themselves we have found, yes. 

Facilitator: So that has been happening has it? 

SA/1:  Yes. 

Facilitator: Is it very different from your original clusters? 

SA/1: Less reporting units it is indicating than we did have.  They were 

wanting to work in bigger landscapes than we originally had.  We 

wish we had Mornington Peninsula separate but nearly everyone 

else has said “no, we want to work as a whole Westernport cluster 

in the future so we are trying to listen and respond as we go. 

SA/4: The Brimbank one has sort of grown of its own accord, almost.  

We said to Brimbank “who should we invite” and they have gone 
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up and down the creek. 

SA/2: It is at the end of Hobson’s Bay and it’s basically Hume and 

Melton. 

SA/4: And we have got responses from Melton down to Hobson’s Bay 

already so it seems to be self-selecting - they said “invite these 

people” and these people seem to be coming…. It will be really 

interesting to see how that cluster meeting goes. 

In addition to supporting a collaborative learning culture to develop, Site 

A members were also conscious of accepting how partners wanted to organise 

themselves.  Facilitating self-organising enabled new relationships amongst 

Cluster members and meaningful organising around common issues/assets. 

Seeking endorsement, increasing accountability 

The practice of seeking endorsement from senior managers for RCS3 and 

increasing their accountability for achievement of targets emerged in response 

to findings in the RCS2 review, which showed senior managers had little to no 

knowledge of that strategy.  Seeking senior manager endorsement of RCS3 and 

the Alliance became a practice for generating credibility and strengthening 

commitment amongst partners.  Later it also became a way to increase 

accountability within partner organisations for acting on the targets and actions 

they put into RCS3. 

An alliance building forum was held in October 2012.  The three key 

objectives were to test the RCS3 framework, pinpoint what would make or break 

commitment from Partners, and initiate next steps to a Public Draft.  Site A 

members were the event organisers, with two members designing the forum 

with an independent consultant who facilitated the activities. Some senior 

managers attended, though most participants were from lower and middle 

manager level, directly responsible for managing strategic plans related to the 

asset classes in RCS3.  People were invited to join groups that were created 

around the seven assets named in the RCS, i.e. Native vegetation, Coasts, Native 

wildlife, Hinterland, Waterways, Port Phillip and Western Port.   

One of the main activities at the forum was asking lower and middle level 
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managers how they could work with their senior managers to increase 

understanding of RCS3 and the Alliance in order to build commitment from 

within.  Participants were asked to articulate what they felt they could do within 

their organisation to gain senior management endorsement, to make a 

commitment to undertake their nominated actions and to provide feedback to 

the CMA on how they went.   

SA/10: …we were very clear on I think trying to secure information on 

how the participants could champion the RCS and what would be 

required, you know, to take it back to their constituency. 

Site A kept an engagement register to track who they spoke with at what 

level, so they could review responses they were getting from different partners in 

light of contact they had. 

SA/2: We’ve recorded it all in the engagement register, so we know what 

we’re dealing with and what we’ve heard and who we’re talking to 

and what sort of buy in we could expect and we know for sure the 

councils that we haven’t really had engagement with at the CEO 

level.   

Senior managers were asked to sign off on targets their organisation 

committed to in RCS3.   The web-based strategy included, for each asset, a 

section for land managers of public land to list the total area, number of assets, a 

target summary and a statement of commitment, including the name of the 

senior manager who authorised the commitment as exemplified in Table 4.1.  

Making this commitment and revealing it publicly was viewed by Site A as 

demonstrating a level of accountability not seen in other RCSs.   

 

Starting from a Straw Man  

This practice stems from the Straw Man or Straw Dog Model with the intention 

of providing stakeholders with a basic draft proposal to generate discussion of its 

advantages and disadvantages and to provoke conversations about how to build 

on and improve it (Schiola, 2010).  Schiola (2010, pp 86) points out:  
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Table 4.1 Examples of Land Manager commitments to achieving native 
vegetation targets as presented in the web-based RCS3 
(http://www.ppwrcs.vic.gov.au/assets-areas/whole-region/native-
vegetation/leadership/)  
 

Land manager 

Total area 

of 

Patches 

(Hectares) 

Number 

of 

patches 

Target 

summary Statement of Commitment 

Manningham 

City Council 

4,552 54 Maintain the 

extent and 

improve the 

quality of 

native 

vegetation in 

each reserve 

through to 

2030. 

The Manningham City Council 

considers this target important and 

achievable. It is intent on and will 

contribute to its attainment. 

Manningham City Council 

recognises that collaboration and 

coordination amongst numerous 

organisations is required to achieve 

this target and will play a lead role 

by generating and fostering the 

necessary partnerships. 

Joe Carbone, Chief Executive 

Officer 

April 2013 

Phillip Island 

Nature Parks 

2,649 9 Protect the 

extent and 

improve the 

quality of 

vegetation of 

high 

conservation 

significance 

within the 

park 

boundaries to 

2030. 

Phillip Island Nature Parks considers 

this target important and 

achievable.  It will act in partnership 

with DEPI and other organisations 

to protect the extent and improve 

the quality of the native vegetation 

in its Reserve.  Phillip Island Nature 

Parks will take a lead role in areas 

such as management planning and 

on-ground work and will contribute 

data to help monitor progress 

towards these targets. 

Matthew Jackson, Chief Executive 

Officer 

March 2014 

http://www.ppwrcs.vic.gov.au/assets-areas/whole-region/native-vegetation/leadership/?l1=0&l2=0&l3=4
http://www.ppwrcs.vic.gov.au/assets-areas/whole-region/native-vegetation/leadership/?l1=0&l2=0&l3=4
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“The important part of utilizing this strategy [Straw Dog Model] is to ensure 

everyone knows this is just a draft policy or solution and they will have a chance 

to share their reactions to it”. This strategy was employed by Site A members 

specifically to engender the type of ownership they felt was missing from RCS2 

and the phrase was used explicitly to introduce both the Straw Dog strategy and 

the practice, i.e. the way they were employing this approach.  Site A members 

deliberately took sparsely populated versions of the RCS3 web-site to meetings 

with partners and invited them to comment on the concept, structure and lay-

out and, later to input their own data and targets.  

The quote below illustrates how Site A members introduced RCS3 at 

various forums and in conversations with partners, using this practice.  

SA/3: The first thing you ought to know is that this is a straw man and 

that everything that we've presented here is, you know, it's just a 

framework. 

Despite working consistently with all partners on co-creating RCS3 through 

various draft stages, many partners were still unconvinced that the CMA was 

genuinely willing to be guided by partners.  Site A members thought partners 

found strategy co-creation a big departure from the normal practice of 

consulting over preconceived strategies, and that people had no point of 

reference for this new practice:   

SA/2: And I mean that was one of, I guess, my overall impressions of the 

day, was that people and particularly local government people 

who I identify with from my long experience in their sector, they 

still don't get that it’s a draft, it's a draft in the true sense that 

we’re inviting them to help us build it. 

SA/4: And I don't think they've had much experience in being involved 

in that [sort of approach]. 

SA/2: No, they're still looking for us to lead this thing, not to say "Come 

on the journey with us and help us" 

SA/5: Yeah, that was quite a surprise I think, most people didn't know 
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that the targets and the mapping we put in place, we genuinely 

are putting that there to start the conversation and we’re happy to 

change it. 

Facilitator: So why do you think they didn't know that? 

SA/5:  Well it’s not normal practice, is it? 

SA/2:  It's not in their normal routine for someone to do it this way. 

Facilitator: Did you expect them to know though? 

SA/5: Well I suppose we've been at pains to try and explain along the 

way. 

SA/2:  The front page of the website says it. 

SA/3: [Partner] said to me, this is almost verbatim, "You needed to tell 

people when you stood up this morning that this is a draft and 

that you're not sort of some distance down the track and you're 

only looking for their validation" 

Facilitator: I'm pretty sure that you said that. 

SA/5: Yeah, but that's how hard it is for that message to actually 

breakthrough the ears into the brain.  

SA/3: Yeah, I was a bit surprised. We’re saying it and they're still not 

hearing it. 

SA/2: I think what we’re hearing is, you know, is just typical peoples 

investment in the status quo, what we’re asking them to do is 

think differently about something they think about every day and 

that's actually an effort for them because it's easier just to default 

to the way you've always done things, so I think that's what we’re 

picking up and that's natural that we’re going to encounter that. 

The guarded or slow response by partners to engaging in the Straw Dog 

practice may have indicated trust was low in this being a genuine opportunity 

to work collaboratively.  Alternatively it may have been that an explicit 
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explanation of the practice and invitation to engage was not made clearly, with 

an opportunity for partners to discuss their responses and the consequences of 

working in this way. Or it may simply have reflected the partners’ ambivalence 

in RCS3 being a strategy that could deliver on their needs and interests.  

Despite these possibilities and the responses, Site A members felt that 

leaving the basic draft RCS3 incomplete provided a way in for partners to 

engage with RCS3.   Over time, some partners adjusted to this way of working 

and learnt how to gather and contribute data and use this creation process to 

help negotiate targets.   Issues that arose during cluster meetings were 

discussed and potential improvements to the presentation of data and content 

of RCS3 were developed and shared amongst participants. The refinement of 

native vegetation targets described below is one such example: 

SA/4: The native veg targets we’ve refined constantly at each of these 

meetings, the cluster meetings.  We’ve come up with an end 

product now based on all the information we’ve been getting and 

refining through these meetings.  I think we actually have.  The 

native veg target has become much clearer through this whole 

process and even the hinterland one has become – we haven’t 

refined it but they’ve actually said, “We’ve got to do something 

about it [loss of hinterland].  We don’t know what that something 

looks like.  Your version of the something is not a bad spot to 

start.”  So that’s a really new concept.  

 

Employing adaptive technologies  

Creation of a web-based strategy was directly in response to past experiences 

with published hard-copy strategies, in which updates were unwieldy or not 

possible.  Staff and Board experiences of hard-copy strategies, along with the 

RCS2 review, suggested an adaptive and adaptable form of strategy was 

desirable.  Site A decided on a web-based strategy, which in addition could 

provide easy access to large quantities of information and make mapping 

accessible and useful for mediating planning with partners.  Early engagement 
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with the web-site was mostly positive, with many partners excited about the 

content and the ease of navigating around the site. 

SA/4: A lot of people have said "Gee, it's easy to use".  That [Partner] 

said to me, "I'm a bit of a slow starter with this sort of stuff" but 

he said "Great website, even I can follow it" yeah, so that's really 

good feedback. 

Site A members and partners were enthused and engaged by the 

capacity of the web-site to hold complex information and display it spatially.  

They felt this would be useful on several levels, namely providing a platform for 

recording and displaying outputs from NRM activity, enabling partners and 

others to see and share this information and to use it adaptively in future 

planning.   The impact of viewing this information spatially on the mapping 

element of the web-site was expressed by one partner as being quite powerful:  

SA/4: The Alliance is going to help try and develop a framework for 

reporting and maybe if there's enough interest be able to report 

annual on ground works on the RCS website, it may do this, so 

that they can actually see how [it], applies in their day-to-day 

work. 

SA/2: Yep. There was that guy at the end [of the meeting] that 

reinforces what you’re saying I think, he was the very last council 

guy that spoke and he said "Don't underestimate the value of us 

being able to see how what we’re doing contributes across the 

landscape" 

Applying technology to provide current and regularly updated 

information on NRM activity was felt by Site A to be enabling of their adaptive 

management and governance objectives.  The RCS3 web-site and the process 

for updating it were designed to make the strategy as adaptable as possible 

within the limits of accountability for CMAs, as described in the CaLP Act and 

associated Statement of Obligations.  The regularity of updating the strategy 

took some time to resolve.  In the digital age many people have expectations 

that information will be updated rapidly, if not instantaneously.  However, in 
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the CaLP Act in Schedule 2 it stipulates that amendments to RCSs must be 

approved by the Minister.  The frequency of updating and the process for doing 

updates needed to balance reasonable expectations of users with logistics of 

Ministerial approval.  

There was concern expressed that Ministerial approval of RCS changes 

(the process to date had not been activated) could constrain updating and 

undermine confidence in the adaptive capacity of the web-based RCS3 and the 

Alliance.  Site A speculated that a frequency of updates once every 12 months 

was unlikely.  They talked over the merits of empowering the Alliance to do 

strategy updates, so that partners owned and managed the process so it could 

be more responsive to changes they wanted whilst having first-hand experience 

of what was involved: 

SA/1: Or if the alliance was to get to a stage where it was capable of 

taking over some of it, maybe. 

SA/4: ...So in practical terms though because what you're saying there 

[co-worker]is maybe we shouldn't be updating the website 

ourselves, that's what you're inferring? 

…………because if we don't reflect changes we agree to in meetings 

with stakeholders and that's held up, that's going to actually look 

like the Alliance is slowing things up. 

SA/3: [organisation] are a really good example. If we don't bang them 

up on the front page of hinterland after they've agreed to it and 

we wait for six months to do it, we could lose them, the mayor is 

going to go "Well what's the point of talking to you guys, you take 

six months to do anything”, it's that simple. 

Ultimately the CMA and the state department agreed on updating the 

strategy twice a year, with one minor and one major update.   The impact of 

this frequency will take some time to become clear. 

  Working with their partners to generate data for input to the web-site 

required considerable time, effort and resources.  Some partners were well 

resourced, with staff and technological capacity to source and compile the data 
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for input to the web-site and support target negotiations.  Other partners had 

less or no capacity to generate data and when asked how long it would take, 

could not give an accurate response.  During my time with Site A some partners 

input took considerable time, and other had not contributed at all.    

SA/3:  Some of them have said they’re miles away. 

For some partners is was about coinciding negotiation of targets and 

generating data for input to the RCS3 with processes underway within their 

own organisations, such as the development of local government plans.  Site A 

demonstrated understanding and respect that partner input to the RCS needed 

to align with local planning processes: 

SA/1: [Partner organisation] are working on their biodiversity strategy 

at the moment and once that’s public then they will be able to 

sign up to [targets], but [they have] seemed reluctant to have two 

sets of stuff going out to the council within the [one] year about 

environmental [planning]. 

Regardless of the variability of partner capacity and stages in planning 

processes, Site A found that they needed to be supportive and persistent in 

working with partners to generate and secure data that could underpin target 

negotiations.  One Site A member with web-site design and mapping skills 

spent much of their time co-ordinating  data management with partner 

organisations: 

SA/1: Ultimately, [co-worker] is doing a lot of that sort of liaison with 

different people, who, you know, we identified as [our] GIS 

[person] out of this organisation. We’ve made sure that we’ve 

connected [co-worker] with them and the conversation’s 

ongoing.   

Communicating consistently  

Consistent updates were sent by Site A to all partners, through newsletters, 

emails, letters and verbal communications. Keeping partners informed 

regularly throughout the development of the RCS and the Alliance was 
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designed to provide updates on progress and responses to feedback they had 

received.   

SA/10:  If I was to frame what I wanted out of this synopsis and it came 

up, do you remember that woman, she was sitting behind me, 

that asked that question, which I thought was provocative and 

very good. Why have one? Why have an RCS? And I know we use 

lots of words around it all ………. but I think if we can nail what 

does this strategy do and offer, and what is the benefit to you in 

terms of engaging your local community or whatever in very crisp 

and clear words which include a bit of an outline of the structure, 

I think that getting that as a communication tool as we go 

forward and have these conversations will be useful.  

Site A members spent many hours discussing and planning their 

communication methods with partners.  They also spent time exploring the 

language they used and how partners were responding.  A particular dilemma 

for them was the use of the word target because they were applying this word 

differently to its common use and to its application in previous RCSs.   

Facilitator: So your communication about how you view targets, do you think 

that’s been clear?   

SA/4: It’s like resource condition targets rather than management 

action targets. 

SA/3: Yes, they're resource condition targets, that’s right.  And are we 

getting there, have we made it clear?  It’s like everything, it’s 

every answer to every question you ask here.  Some people have 

got it, others will take ages, because they still think of targets as 

being management action targets and that’s going to take a while. 

SA/4: Well should we be referring to them in these cluster meetings as 

resource condition targets?  If there’s a problem with the word 

target it would be great to get feedback from these cluster 

meetings saying ….., it’s screwing with my head and the 

management and everyone else’s work. 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 97 
 

SA/3: “Call them goals, then we’ll understand what you mean”. 

Site A members preferred to work this difference through in 

conversation as targets were discussed, because the meaning they were 

applying to targets aligned with one of the principles of their new approach, 

which they hoped would be revealed and understood in these conversations. 

They hoped their way of understanding targets would engender innovation and 

empower partners to achieve targets in ways that suited their way of operating, 

giving partners some freedom and ownership of the process.  

SA/1: It’s measuring the asset condition, not measuring the progress on 

action. 

SA/3: How you get there. 

Facilitator: And how you get there is up for negotiation within the clusters 

and other participants? 

SA/3: Yes. 

In addition to communicating consistently and working through 

differences in language and meaning with partners, reiterating the purpose of 

the adaptive strategy addressed the doubts and scepticism of partners.  Site A 

members were committed to being innovators and the first to create an 

adaptive, web-based RCS.  They were aware of the novelty of the RCS being a 

web-site but their understanding extended to appreciation of what co-creating 

an adaptive strategy really meant:   

SA/3: I mean this is really interesting, because for me this is where 

we’re no longer writing the strategy.  The purpose of this might 

appear like we’re writing a strategy, but in fact this is the strategy 

in action. 

Appreciation of first-order practices and how they enabled adaptive co-

governance deepened as AR sessions progressed, for Site A members and me.  I 

now present the presentation of second-order practices and analysis of how 

their application by Site A impacted on the shift toward their adaptive co-

governing of RCS3. 
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Second-order practices for designing the shift to adaptive co-

governing 

Shifting from hybrid to adaptive governing requires commitment to review and 

modify practices in light of what does and does not work (Argyris, 1976, 1991, 

1995; Ison, 2010; Schultz & Fazey, 2009).  Without this commitment, ineffective 

practices are likely to re-assert themselves and the natural, self-evident and 

indispensable practice regimes will persist (Armson, 2011; Foucault et al., 1991).  

Practices that are not congruent with a desired change generate uncertainty 

and mistrust about the intention of those initiating a change (Anderson, 1992; 

Argyris, 1976; Head, 2007; Ison, 2010), and constrain the move to adaptive co-

governing. 

Site A began this research journey with me with an interest in exploring 

how the AR sessions could help with their planning for, and reflecting on, 

action as they created RCS3 and the Alliance.  They were aware that taking time 

to reflect on and re-evaluating their actions as they went could improve their 

practices for leading the shift to adaptive co-governing.  The second-order 

practices I introduced in order to better evaluate and improve their first-order 

practices, but that did not take hold at Site A, were: 

Exploring epistemological constraints 

Creating reflexivity in team co-inquiry 

Shaping purposeful action in messy situations 

Exploring epistemological constraints 

Site A members’ facilitation practice, when interacting with partners, varied.  

The variation related to each members views on the role of facilitators in groups 

of people exploring and learning together.  Some members felt facilitating group 

discussion required strong leadership, where conversations were led and 

directed to prompt responses on issues and even to provide possible solutions.  

Other members showed appreciation of the value of facilitating interactions in 

ways that enabled partners to explore the issues they were interested in and to 

demonstrate that the CMA wanted to hear their views rather than direct them.     

During a debriefing session on a large stakeholder forum in October 2012, 
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Site A members explored their differing understanding of the purpose of 

facilitation, as demonstrated in the passage below.  Some members demonstrate 

a style focussed on eliciting information for “planning a way forward” through a 

directive or suggestive style of facilitation.  Others show an awareness of the 

value of “actively listening” to enable stakeholders to voice their ideas more 

freely, to object to the CMA’s thinking if they so wanted.  This second view 

expressed a belief that active listening provided space for stakeholders to take 

ownership of the RCS and generate goodwill and credibility for the CMA:  

SA/5: So one thing in hindsight that I think we can learn from [this 

event] is having our people, our CMA people as active listeners, I 

don't think that was a good move in hindsight. It put us out of the 

discussion and took away from our leadership role in this process 

and when there was discussion at some tables about issues and 

problems, we were the ones they would have been looking to, to 

have thought about those things and have a plan forward and if 

we weren't putting ourselves on the line to respond and provide 

leadership then I reckon that was an opportunity lost. 

SA/3: [Partner] was just useless as a leader, [they] couldn't see beyond 

the [their organisation’s] Strategy and [their organisation’s] 

interests and, I really struggled without participating, to guide and 

push them, without being a leader. 

SA/2: The first table I sat on was dealing with Hinterland, which I've got 

an interest in and probably more investment intellectually into 

that section of the RCS than the rest of it.  But I felt I had to bite 

my tongue a few times because I wanted to interject and guide and 

lead in [co-worker’s] terms but I don't think that was the spirit of 

the exercise. They definitely wanted to say things like "We don't 

think hinterland is the right label for this, we think you're 

dispensing with the green wedge concepts too readily and the 

things that are, you know, the history and the value that we got 

out of them" and if I had have continued to interject when I felt 

inclined to do so, I would have actually not been seen to be 
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actively listening and I think that was the point of the afternoon 

exercise for me. 

SA/10: I'm so glad [co-worker] just said virtually what I was going to say. 

I'll say it in a slightly different way. I felt it was really important for 

us to be – to listen and I do feel that if we had potentially provided 

a way forward, I mean I know you're doing some of that in our 

native wildlife discussion, I thought some of those points were 

useful but I think it's also important for the others to start taking 

some responsibility for particularly how they're going to 

incorporate their own needs into the [RCS3] so I actually felt from 

the standpoint of the parties actually having to, you know, make 

statements and get out on the table some of their concerns, I felt 

that was very useful 

SA/4: The real risk was that we were seen to take over and I think that's 

why the active listening thing worked well and maybe there's parts 

where [we could have] nudged it,…… but I think we got a lot of 

credibility out of that afternoon session by just listening and 

having the appearance of taking on everything they were saying 

and thinking. And critically, will be what we do with what they 

said.   

These conversations occurred in a similar space to that of other social 

learning enterprises. For example, the SLIM (2004d) noted that facilitation in 

social learning aims to improve the quality of stakeholder interactions through 

shared learning and capacity building for concerted action. This stems from an 

epistemology that understands and values knowledge creation and problem 

solving in diverse stakeholder settings as shared experiences.  Through 

learning, acting and evaluating together, stakeholders improve the quality of 

their relationships and are better able to co-operate and adapt their thinking 

and practice as issues emerge and situations change (Collins & Ison, 2009a).     

Through the SLIM Research Program (SLIM, 2004b) the facilitation and 

research team found that if social learning was to become an effective co-
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governance instrument it needed to be simultaneously understood as “a 

conceptual framework, an operational principle, a policy instrument and a 

process of systemic change” (Blackmore et al., 2007, pp 493).  It was these ideas 

that influenced me to share social learning literature with Site A members and 

to initiate discussion on the subject in order to stimulate thinking about the 

process of learning and knowing, for individuals and groups which I hoped 

would lead to awareness of the impact of differing styles of facilitation and their 

impact. 

Creating reflexivity in team co-inquiry 

AR sessions with Site A were initially loosely organised, which members called 

‘free-ranging’.  A member would reflect on an action or outcome, others would 

jump in and start interpreting whilst another would propose a response, 

without agreement on the issues for reflecting on or the goal for planning 

towards.  The group did have a practice of documenting their plans and making 

these accessible but not of tracking and sharing the reasons for changing 

actions or where assumptions had changed in the style of adaptive 

management.  The following passage of conversation illustrates the to-ing and 

fro-ing that occurred in early sessions when Site A members tried to reach 

agreement on the goal that would frame their reflecting and planning for the 

session.  

Facilitator: Yep, okay. So where do we go from here? So we’ve got the goal. 

The goal is to have a draft, public draft ready for… 

SA/3: By June the 30th. I don’t know whether you want to set it. Do you 

want to make it a smart target? We have a public draft… 

Facilitator: Sorry, what’s the difference between the February/March 

deadline and… 

SA/3:  I don’t know. 

SA/2: Well what I was saying is that we almost need to push for an 

earlier date; if we get to June and we still haven’t got a public 

draft and we haven’t got an alliance supporting it… 
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SA/1: I don’t’ think we can set a date till we’ve thought through the 

jobs. 

SA/2: What I’m saying is the imperative is if we expect to get money in 

from people, we have to actually give them something. 

SA/3: Well we can. We can get an alliance up before June. I reckon we 

can get that. So I’ve got an alliance subscription proposal goes to 

potential members by the 25th of February but we thought this 

morning that even before that, we’d have started to assemble 

some technical working groups, to work on the detail through 

native veg and native animals and hinterland and so on. 

SA/1: So should we brainstorm the jobs and organise them and then 

depending on how we organise them, we can set the date and 

know what that bit of the pathway is to public draft and what the 

pathway is to achieving the rest of it?  

SA/3:  Just brainstorm as we go? 

Facilitator: I think [co-worker] logic that [they] just articulated then might be a 

more appropriate way to go, because just trying to pull you 

together there around a common goal isn’t really working.  So let’s 

go back and see if that [brainstorming] works better. 

SA/1: And we can wack it up there and organise it all. We’re all so 

different that we always come up with different jobs to do and 

often duplicate, as we got a refresher on this morning. 

This last comment refers to plans changing in between sessions, often 

resulting from conversations in the hallway between Site A members or with 

other staff who were not engaged in the AR sessions.  This sometimes led to 

duplication of effort or tasks falling away.  I decided to challenge the team on 

their discussion practice after observing it in several sessions and sensing it was 

time wasting and frustrating for some members.  After discussion with one of 

my supervisors I introduced the ORID Focussed Conversation Technique, 
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recording key points from the conversation on the whiteboard including goals, 

assumptions and proposed actions.  Using ORID and organised recording the 

team developed a more systematic way of reflecting on previous action and 

interpreting outcomes before re-evaluating goals and planning next steps.  A 

copy of notes, written up from the AR session that followed the session 

sampled above, and where ORID was introduced, are included in Appendix 3.   

Site A had a level of awareness of the benefits of reviewing and 

reflecting on practice, as demonstrated by the RCS2 review and improvements 

they made to RCS3 in response.  Though time in AR sessions was used for 

reflecting on and refining the first-order practices the team employed for 

engaging partners in co-creating RCS3 and building the Alliance, little time 

was spent thinking about how we did that reflection and how this led to 

improvements in practices and outcomes, i.e. consciously creating second-

order learning. I understood social learning as enabling of reflection on 

practice in practice, assisting people to see things differently and to design 

practices better suited to their agreed purpose (Bawden, 1999).  I was 

concerned that the demands of producing RCS3 by the June 2013 deadline 

overshadowed appreciation of what social learning could enable in their 

situation, i.e. co-design of practices for creating and co-governing RCS3.    

Consequently, I felt the ability of Site A members to facilitate social 

learning with others would be compromised. I introduced the team to various 

papers and book chapters on social learning in an effort to stimulate thought 

and discussion about its application in their situation. The following quote 

from a team discussion on a paper by Bawden (1999) illustrates insight about 

this dilemma.  

Facilitator: First of all, was there anyone who…… had a chance to have a read 

of the book chapter I circulated?  Do you have any comments?   

SA/1: Yeah, in my brief look over it I focused mainly on the dot points 

on page 54.  I thought they were a useful checklist for knowing 

that you were on the path to achieving social learning outcomes.  

I went through them and went, “Yeah, yeah.”  I could see in my 
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head how we might understand that that’s been applied or not 

been applied.  There was one that I had no idea what it means, 

….and one that I thought we would probably, for the alliance 

anyway, we would probably find the most challenging and I 

think that we stumbled over in the past, and that’s the second 

last one I’m talking about, [social learning] is self-referential, 

critical of its own processes and dynamics and capable of self-

organisation in the face of continual challenge from its 

environment.  I don’t know how good we have been in the past 

in taking a concept, like the alliance for example, being 

challenged in its model or the environment’s been changed, and 

then being able to adapt.  You tend to just say, “Well that hasn’t 

worked, let’s just kill it off and we’ll start something – 

somewhere else rather than saying, “Okay, we’ve got these 

pressures, how can we learn and evolve?”  I think that’s going to 

be one of the hardest things for us in how we behave and deal 

with this into the future.  It might be terrific for a few years and 

then the overwhelming pressure might come from one angle or 

another, and it will be tempting for us to just put it to bed rather 

than take the evolutionary step, I think. 

 Instances of Site A facilitating social learning with partners were few in 

the time I spent with the team.  There were examples during the early cluster 

meetings of emerging social learning practice as these groupings learnt about 

and generated data for the RCS3.  However, these emerging practices did not 

receive ongoing support under pressure of getting the strategy completed.  This 

pressure combined with a perceived urgency for shaping and establishing the 

co-governance alliance, constrained the capacity of Site A members to create 

their own second-order practices and therefore their ability to lead others in 

this direction.  

Facilitating social learning is not just about learning more with others, it 

is about learning differently and in order to do this a regular practice of thinking 

about thinking and learning about learning and knowing is needed (Bawden, 
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1999, 2005; Blackmore, 2007; Ison, 2010). I introduced systems thinking and 

practice to Site A in response to this need and as a methodology for exploring 

the constraints on development of the Alliance. 

Shaping purposeful action in messy situations  

Engagement of partners in the Alliance was slow to develop which by March 

2013 was concerning for Site A members.  Involvement of partners in creating 

the strategy was progressing; however the shape and presence of a co-

governance alliance remained elusive. Site A had undertaken Cluster meetings 

with all but one group of inner urban councils and were receiving good 

feedback, directly and indirectly from partners that they understood and 

connected with the new approach to RCS3 and appreciated the opportunities to 

work collaboratively.   

SA/2: There’s been some consistent messages coming through that, you 

know, primarily people are interested in having local stuff 

recognised in the RCS and I think it’s been guided by the strategy 

that we developed at the MCG workshop, which was well, “iron 

out the detail with our technical people and then come and talk 

to us about the next step”.  So that’s what we’ve been doing with 

the clusters and the technical people [have] been generally pretty 

switched on to what we’re doing and appreciate getting together 

with their neighbours and our role in helping them do that.  

Sometimes getting them together with their internal peers and 

being involved in something that’s, you know, thinking outside 

the square a bit and taking them out of their normal head space, I 

think has been the overarching message for us.  So it’s all been 

very positive.  There haven’t been too many negatives from it all. 

SA/1: And we’ve had a lot of third hand comments that people from 

DSE and other partner organisations have been talking to 

councils and they’ve been telling them that they really enjoyed 

the sessions and that they got a lot out of [them]. 

Facilitator: The council people have been telling DSE? 
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SA/1: Yes.  And then DSE and Melbourne Water and some others have 

been coming back and giving that feedback back to us, which is 

really terrific, yeah. 

Site A perceived a need to have a co-governance alliance established and 

attached to the strategy, ready for sign-off by the Minister in June.  On the back 

of the positive feedback above the team sent a value proposition to senior 

managers of partner organisations outlining the benefits of RCS3 and the 

Alliance as its co-governing body.  It included a suggestion that partners could 

fund the Alliance based on the value of services the CMA would provide as its 

co-ordinating and facilitating body. The CMA sought funding from partners in 

an effort to re-create dedicated funding for the RCS and specifically enable it to 

continue on the path towards adaptive co-governing.  Sending out the value 

proposition, had unexpected consequences as had senior managers expressed 

their expectations of the CMA providing these services as their core business 

and a government funded statutory authority.   

SA/3: …… we’re beginning to doubt whether we’re going to get any 

financial support for the alliance.  So we’ve most recently sent out 

letters [value proposition] to all of the 38 councils and agencies.  

And the silence is deafening. 

SA/4:  Or, we’ve had some responses saying no. 

SA/3:  Nice idea, great idea, love your work, but no. 

SA/2: You’re a statutory authority.  Aren’t you already funded by the 

state and therefore why should we put money into you? 

Facilitator: So even some of the ones that had previously indicated that they 

would? 

SA/1:  Some of our strongest supporters. 

Facilitator: Have said no? 

SA/1: Have said, “We could not …..justify giving our money to a 

statutory authority.  There’s no way I could justify this.” 

In response to this feedback Site A members experienced doubts about 
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their Alliance concept and expressed a frustration with the gap between 

partners’ willing participation in the collaborative approach to creating RCS3 

and their unwillingness to fund the Alliance.  The Team struggled to develop a 

clear view of what they might do about the funding constraints on the Alliance.  

It was at this point that I introduced the idea of undertaking a systemic inquiry.  

I explained systemic inquiry as a sequence of methods for exploring complex 

and messy situations such as the one they were experiencing, and as enabling 

of bringing people in to co-design improvements to the situation they shared.  I 

suggested applying systemic inquiry methods internally first, so they could test 

and understand them before engaging partners in the process, to which they 

agreed. 

The purpose of the first session was to explore the factors at play that 

were constraining progress with RCS3 and the Alliance.    Site A members 

sought to better understand the many factors and influences on partners that 

could help explain their reluctance to engage with and fund the Alliance.  They 

hoped by improving their understanding of this situation that their next steps 

might emerge.   They agreed on a context for the pictures as “Current co-

ordination of regional NRM strategy in the region”. Team members drew 

individual rich pictures (Figures 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8).  After picture completion 

we talked about the themes in each and across the pictures; three of the four 

pictures were consistent with the original context and one was more about 

pathways of influence on stakeholders at different levels within regional NRM.  

In the first picture it’s raining strategies – there is a deluge of strategies, 

with each partner responding to their own and experiencing a flood of other 

strategies that they need to connect with or respond to (Figure 4.5). 

In the next picture, RCS partners are operating in silos with little 

connection between them (Figure 4.6).  This represents not only the isolation 

in which many NRM organisations work but also the enormity of the task for 

Site A as co-ordinators of regional planning and action to engage them all.  

In the third picture partners are asking about the new arrangements to 
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do with RCS3 and the Alliance, represented by teams playing on sporting fields 

asking questions about the ‘new game’ – RCS3 – the new rules, who else is 

involved, who’s got the ball, who is the leader, and who will fund the activity 

(Figure 4.7). 

The fourth picture presents a view that the CMA focus is mostly looking 

upwards to the managers and policy environment, which is led by the brain – 

these connections are strong and self-reinforcing, illustrated by solid red lines. 

There is a more tenuous connection between the CMA and CBNRM groups, 

illustrated by dotted green lines.  CBNRM is led by the heart – i.e. they are 

passionately connected with their environment and their voluntary 

contribution stems from this (Figure 4.8.).  

 
Figure 4.5 Rich picture 1 illustrating NRM strategy co-ordination in the 
region  
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Figure 4.6 Rich picture 2 illustrating NRM strategy co-ordination in the 
region 

Figure 4.7 Rich picture 3 illustrating NRM strategy co-ordination in the 
region 
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Figure 4.8 Rich picture 4 illustrating NRM strategy co-ordination in the region 

Site A members took some insights from the rich picturing activity but it 

did not precipitate a full systemic inquiry.  They were unable to anticipate the 

benefits from employing this and other systems practices either further within 

their own team or with their partners.  How social learning through systemic 

inquiry could lead to adaptive co-governance in their situation was not clear for 

them.  Or maybe the undertaking was too uncertain in the face of the job at 

hand.   

A cascade of change  

When I ceased data collection in May 2014, 17 of the potential 53 partners had 

signed up to targets in RCS3 and the Alliance had not taken shape.  The ability 

of partners to create and commit to RCS3 targets and their understanding and 

commitment to becoming its governing body took some time to emerge.  An 

anticipated but underestimated cascade of change was prompted by the move 

to adaptive governance and the CMA miscalculated the time and facilitation 

required to assist partners to make the shift.  For example, local government 

partners largely welcomed the adaptive approach, but they needed time to 

engage with the process and to build organisational commitment and capacity 

to adapt to new ways of doing NRM.   The following data and analysis came 

from the exit interview with Site A in May 2014. 

Site A had hoped negotiating targets with partners would be a straight 

forward process.  But there were no simple solutions to reducing demands on 
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partners to create ways of generating information, and for committing to 

targets that first needed agreement across levels within partner organisations.   

SA/1: I think it's as simple as trying to get them to articulate what parks 

they want to include in there. As simple as that, you know, "Give 

us a list of all the land you want to apply the target to?" They can’t 

even provide us with that. We've had to get *_____ to do it 

retrospectively, "We think you mean these ones, is that what you 

mean?" Which, in our heads is a simple job, but they've got 

constraints and barriers internally for getting there as well. So, 

that's just a micro example of the many different barriers that they 

have internally.  

Site A members spent the major part of two years allocated to RCS3 

development and working with partners on collecting data and negotiating 

targets.  As the team discovered, each partner was different in how they were 

able to respond in these situations and working with some was far more difficult 

than anticipated.  When asked what they thought contributed to the differing 

responses, Site A members suggested it was to do with an organisation’s view of 

targets and if they understood them as short-term actions or longer-term goals; 

and what approach the organisation takes to discussing and setting goals 

internally; if it’s directive from the top-down, inclusive of different parts of an 

organisation or taking time to go beyond project outputs:  

SA/1: It's all over the place, it's the simplicity of having SMART targets 

and how difficult it is, and DEPI is a prime example, working with 

them for literally years to try and get some clarity about what 

they're doing in the environmental space. And the amount of new 

information about them that it's uncovered for me and just the 

new ah-ah moments about why it's so hard for them that we didn't 

[know] at the start. But, we've been working with them for two 

years and more and more intensively as we've gone along and 

they've still found it really hard for something that on the face of it 

should be very simple. We have had a lot of people go, oh it's just a 

targets list, that's not hard, but that actually is the hard thing.  



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 112 
 

Actions are easy, people want to do the actions, it's setting the 

goals that have been really hard.  

SA/1: But, they're not homogenous either, as we found, ministers come 

down, "Yep, yep, yep." And as you get further down people start 

bringing more barriers to the table and we found this with 

everybody, DEPI is just a fresh example. That us going in and 

facilitating a discussion is the first time they're often talking 

together about these sorts of things and these new big barriers 

come up all the time that probably aren't really organisational 

barriers, but when people bring them to the table and think they 

are, so they become a barrier, if that makes any sense. But, we've 

found that with councils as well haven't we? Often we'll go and 

meet with a council and it's the first time they've had this 

particular group of people in the room talking together about the 

environment, which is surprising for us, but from their point of 

view, they're so busy delivering on their narrow outcome that they 

don't have a chance to do it. 

Site A noted that many meetings with partners sparked exploration of 

how things would or were changing as a result of the new application of targets 

and having them spatially represented on a public web-site.  Unforeseen 

consequences, such as devaluing small patches of indigenous bushland if they 

were excluded from the RCS, were raised in partner discussions: 

SA/2: The other issue that [co-worker] has isolated for us on Friday is, 

you know, some of the councils have indicated their desire to map 

and identify some fairly small patches of [bushland] that’s locally 

important for their community or for their council that they’re 

then prepared to sign up for a target for. And we’re saying well, if 

they’re prepared to sign a target for quality and extent well we’ll 

put it in, but that opens cans of worms for how many patches can 

we purport to be managing through this strategy.  It begs the 

question for the councils that haven’t bothered to do the work or 

aren’t being as earnest about their responsibility to protect some 
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of the smaller stuff.  By leaving it out do you send the signal to 

developers, “well it doesn’t matter, it’s not in the regional 

catchment strategy”.  So we’ve got those sort of questions, that are 

still dwelling in this debate, about what we actually put on the 

map and why. 

The possibility of continuing negotiations of targets and mapping content 

clashed with requirements to finalise the strategy.  Under pressure from a state 

government demand that all CMAs submit a final RCS by June 2013, the focus of 

Site A on alliance building slipped; completing the RCS became the imperative.  

However, Site A did not want to rush partners into making commitments in 

order to meet the state imposed deadline.  They found that demonstrating 

flexibility and adaptation was called for; indicative targets were written into the 

draft strategy for partners still working on their response when RCS3 was 

released.  

Facilitator: But if you’re obliged to put it out, what’s your room to move 

around that? 

SA/2: Well, because it’s a website, we can include in the draft indicative 

commitment from council, with targets yet to be negotiated or 

something. 

In the exit interview I asked Site A members to reflect on what they 

had learnt through the process of creating a web-based regional catchment 

strategy, applying targets differently and their attempts to engage partners in a 

co-governance alliance.  Common themes came up in their responses relating to 

how much longer it took than they had anticipated because of institutional 

barriers within organisations for negotiating and committing to targets and how 

resource hungry the process was due to huge variability in partners planning 

and mapping capabilities.  

SA/1: Logically and technically it [adaptive, web-based RCS] makes a lot 

of sense and it's easy, but practically and change management wise 

it's been way harder than I ever anticipated and you get the early 

adopters and they get there really fast, but then there's the 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 114 
 

majority of the others that just are gobsmackingly far behind. 

Beyond variability in decision making, planning and mapping capacity 

another theme related to misunderstanding the new way targets were applied.  

SMART targets engender a more explicit and greater degree of accountability.  

Site A members did not encounter a strong culture of monitoring and evaluation 

amongst partners, nor many instances of reviewing and improving on past 

strategies.  This led to Site A concluding that many partners were not 

comfortable with or did not have practices for setting, acting on and evaluating 

SMART targets. 

SA/2: I went recently to talk to [partner] about their biodiversity 

strategy, so they've got one of these and they're like, "Yeah we 

want to be part of the RCS” and “tell us where to sign up and we'll 

do this and we'll do that." But, when I asked them, "How did your 

evaluation of the last biodiversity strategy go?" [they said] "Oh no, 

we haven't evaluated it." "Oh that's curious, why haven't you?" "Oh 

we don't need to do that, we've just gone straight into doing this." 

But, they still wanted to have targets in their strategy and the RCS, 

but [they] couldn't see the disconnect between not evaluating and 

having [measurable] targets. Didn't want to evaluate their last one, 

maybe they've done it in their heads already, I don't know. [But] 

then [they want to] set targets that have the sole purpose of 

measuring how they're going. Maybe they're coming with us for 

good will or they instinctively like what we're doing and want to 

be attached to it, but they haven't really thought deeply about 

what we're trying to drive. So, this is the first time that's been 

articulated in a way for me to understand this is why we're getting 

some of these mixed messages. They've got other agendas that 

they're bringing to the table that they want to attach to us and 

maybe it's not because they're getting the logic of evaluation and 

monitoring. 

Site A members focussed on the learning that had occurred by them and 

their partners during the creation of RCS3.  They learnt a lot about co-ordinating 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 115 
 

a shift to adaptive co-governance and a personal reflection that summarises this 

is given at the end of this chapter.  It demonstrates a concise understanding of 

what facilitating a shift to adaptive governance entailed.  These notes are 

reproduced with permission. 

 

Participant reflection 

How are we going? 

Building an adaptable, target-and-accountability-based RCS and a 
supporting Alliance of partners has proved to be harder and slower to 
demonstrate unequivocal success than hoped/anticipated.  Assumptions 
have proved ‘optimistic’.  The political environment has become less 
conducive, perhaps even hostile.   

But …. The RCS profile and our approach to making it has attracted 
attention and respect.  We believe, more strongly than ever, that 
evidence supports our principles and aims about what modern 
environment strategy needs to be and do. 

But ….. We are at risk of ‘going under’ - unable to progress fast enough 
against a tide of obstacles. 

Ways forward: 

Stay with the champions we have attracted rather than committing much 
time to recruiting new partners. 

Continue to build our understanding about partner aims and find how they 
overlap with our aims for the RCS.   Find out why people have joined and 
continue to show support.  Create events and conditions that allow 
partners to advance their interests in regional strategy. 

Be persistent to achieve small gains.  See and seize even small 
opportunities to advance the strategy. 

See and build on the benefits partners and others can take from the 
strategy. 

Build trust by: 
• Explaining slow progress and causes to our strongest champions 

who may otherwise grow impatient or disillusioned.   
• Staging the project to build a Catchment Condition Report so we 

are not perceived as pushing people into activities they’re not yet 
ready to do. 

• Maintaining a constant program of one-to-one conversations with 
people to discuss/explore/get advice - even though this is time-
consuming. 

Build a learning culture in the CMA by posing questions/problems for 
teams and forums. 

The next frontier for our work is to build the Catchment Condition Report 
(CCR) and stronger and more widespread understandings about target-
setting and evaluation in adaptive management.   
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The CCR may be about what we are learning, not pass-fail measures of 
condition.  It might focus on effort, change, the strength of our individual 
and collective assumptions, what we are learning and our evolving 
understandings.  The CCR might focus on community health or economic 
benchmarks and implications of change.  This would link it more closely to 
the work of other Alliances like Greening the West.  It might investigate 
trends in the influence of planning strategies, overlays and decisions on 
native vegetation targets. 

Focus on first working with our champions and close partners to develop 
the CCR and demonstrate how it might support adaptive management. 

We need to learn about the Open Standards for Biodiversity (See Nature 
Conservancy) as a model for integrated planning-evaluation systems.  

Finally 

Document what we learn with partners and share these documents as we 
progress.  Make the story of the RCS a continuum and about the journey 
and ‘means’ – not wait until we can write about certainties and finalities.   

 
End participant reflection 

 

Conclusions 

Social learning forums began with the initial rounds of cluster meetings but 

were not given ongoing support.  Instead, time and attention were focussed on 

the strategy and so gaps in learning between Site A and their partners developed 

and persisted.   

SA/3: For me today I feel like we've learned a hell of a lot more than our 

partners or participants and I'm feeling that they're stuck back a 

long way and we've gone a long way ahead. I was thinking of a rich 

picture before, which was we're standing in the foreground with 

something really great and in the background everyone else is still 

on these freeways going zing, zing, zing, zing in their cars looking 

like manic people in a loony cartoon. And we're going, "We've got 

a really good idea here," but no-one's watching; they're all still 

doing what they were doing.  

Summaries of social learning elements and example activities present at 

Site A are given in Table 4.2.  Site A showed promise of commitment to social 

learning early but this fell away under pressure of meeting the state government 

deadline for finalising an RCS.  The falling away of social learning opportunities 
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was surprising because Site A had made a commitment to creating stronger 

ownership amongst partners of the RCS, hence a co-governance alliance; they 

had expressed understanding of the value of collectively learning their way into 

RCS3, hence interest in social learning; and we had jointly analysed the enablers 

and constraints on shifting to adaptive co-governance, namely variable human 

and institutional capacity and the need to co-design and take action to build 

capacity.   

These insights translated poorly in the way Site A worked with their 

partners.  Site A succeeded in taking only 17 of their 53 partners with them into 

the RCS3 that was presented for Ministerial approval in June 2014.  These 17 

partners were not strategically selected; they were mostly the organisations who 

had existing institutional capacity to generate and commit to targets and were 

prepared to do so.  Some of them were the ‘champions’ mentioned in the 

reflection above.  

 Site A were presented with the opportunity to co-design the RCS and 

Alliance with their partners but they opted to hold onto and co-ordinate the 

process centrally.  It could be argued that this ensured they met their statutory 

requirements.  Alternatively, they may not have had the capacity – based on 

experience, philosophical commitment and skills - to facilitate development of 

and devolve power to the Alliance.  This line of thinking will be explored in 

more detail in Chapters 6 and 7.   
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Table 4.2 Summary of activities at Site A that align with key elements of the SLIM Framework for Social learning (Collins & Ison, 
2009a) 

Key elements 
of the SLIM 
Framework 

Associated activities of the 
elements of the SLIM 
Framework 

Activities conducted at Site A 

Context Appreciate past causes of current 
understanding and practices 

Reviewed RCS2 and shared results 
Reflected on starting conditions and consequences of past practices 

Institutions and 
policies 

Develop conducive policies Conducive policies were not identified.   

Develop conducive institutions New institutions and arrangements were created for the web-based 
RCS  

           Stakeholding Identify stakeholders Stakeholders were limited to government agencies 

Build stakeholding through joint 
responsibility 

Cluster meetings provided some opportunities for building joint 
responsibility, but these did not persist.  Organisational 
accountability for targets in RCS3 provides a foundation for building 
stakeholding through joint responsibility 

Facilitation Identify facilitation needs Facilitation needs of one large stakeholder forum were identified. 
Facilitation needs of clusters for social learning were not identified 

Provide necessary facilitation Limited facilitation of social learning forums were provided 

Epistemological 
constraints 

Co-produce knowledge in action Limited opportunities for co-producing knowledge in early cluster 
meetings and otherwise through one-on-one interactions with 
partners 

Jointly produce what constitutes 
an improvement 

Producing the RCS3 with partner input was an improvement, 
though partners co-design of these improvement was limited 
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N.B. Post research, with the RCS3 approved by the Minister, Site A facilitated 

several gatherings of partners called the RCS Leaders Forum.  Site A members 

spoke with many partners to ask what would they find of interest to explore and 

develop in a forum with other partners and what services provided by the CMA 

would they find of value.  This it appears was genuinely received and attendance 

at these forums by agency partners has been high, with promising conversations 

and ideas about collaboration in the region.  In addition, one Site A member 

successfully negotiated recognition in their contract for time spent on 

professional development learning about SI and how they could apply it in their 

work with RCS3 partners. 

  



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-design adaptive governance  Page 120 
 

 

Chapter 5 – Contesting governance proactively  
 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on Inquiry Site B, beginning with the context and starting 

conditions.  The context and condition descriptions are drawn from document 

reviews, web sites and the first semi-structured interview. This is followed by 

results from the systemic inquiry. I conclude the chapter with reflections on the 

proactive contestation of NRM governance that emerged in this Site.  

Inquiry Site B grew from a collective of Community-based NRM (CBNRM) 

Networks from the south-eastern area of the Corangamite region of Victoria. I 

spoke with two CBNRM networks initially who had participated in the Landcare 

Stewardship Replication Trial 2010-2011.  I facilitated this government funded trial 

that involved participants from these two CBNRM networks, local government 

and the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority (CCMA). During the 

trial participants identified enablers and constraints on the development of 

community-based stewardship (CBS), explored six elements of an holistically 

designed Stewardship Framework and created a CBS Development Plan, which 

described actions to implement a CBS program in the Corangamite region 

(Mackay, Colliver, Sharpley, & Earl, 2012).   

I approached representatives of the two CBNRM networks to invite their 

involvement in this PhD research project.  We agreed to hold a discussion with 

potential participants and explore how my research could support the work 

outlined in their CBS Development Plan.  My thinking at this stage was that this 

would present the opportunity to explore and develop innovations in NRM 

governance from the perspective of CBNRM networks facilitating stewardship 

practices at local and catchment scales.  

The two original CBNRM networks invited a third network to join in the 

conversation when we explored their interests in Stewardship and how my 

research could be supportive.   This session was not recorded; however written 

notes were taken on participants’ main interests in CBS and the points they 
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wished to investigate further.  These notes were shared to seek feedback from the 

participants and eventually informed the Research Agreement.  Below is a 

summary of these main points which are presented here as the Starting 

Conditions for Inquiry Site B. For context I begin by presenting some details on 

the landscape and governance context for Site B. 

Context and Starting Conditions at Inquiry Site B  

The Corangamite region is to the west of the PPWP region, 1.3 million ha in size, 

with 78% of this land area in private ownership.  The region includes 175 km of 

coastline and four major catchments; Barwon, Lake Corangamite, Otway Coast 

and Moorabool.  The Corangamite region has several fertile landscape types, 

including volcanic plains across the mid- and northern sections that were once 

covered in rich native grasslands; the Otway ranges, with deeply incised rivers, 

gorges, rapids, waterfalls and tall, sclerophyll forests; and many saline lakes across 

the region, including RAMSAR listed Lake Corangamite, the largest permanent 

saline lake in Australia and the largest natural lake in Victoria (CCMA, 2013). 

 

Figure 5.1 Corangamite Catchment Management Authority region, 
Victoria, Australia 

The region’s population was more than 370,000 in 2012 with around 75 % 

residing in the urban centres of Ballarat and Greater Geelong. It is one of the 
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fastest growing regions in Victoria and expected to grow at 1.5% per annum to 

approximately 500,000 by 2026.  The economy of the region reflects its mix of 

agricultural and other primary industries, tourism, manufacturing and service 

industries.  Agriculture is the dominant land use with approximately 3450 

agricultural businesses operating across 60% of the region. Major enterprises 

include sheep and cattle grazing, dairying, cropping, forestry and viticulture.  

Over 75% of private land used for agriculture is used for livestock grazing and 20% 

for crop production, including timber.  In 2005–2006, the Corangamite region 

produced approximately 10% of the gross value of agricultural commodities for 

Victoria (CCMA, 2013).   

Stewardship provides opportunity for innovations in governance 

Inquiry Site B participants sought to extend the work they had begun in their CBS 

Development Plan through their networks and had been given a small grant to do 

so by the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority (CCMA). Participants 

present at the initial meeting reviewed the CBS Development Plan that was 

developed through the Landcare Stewardship Replication Trial in 2011, in which I 

had tested the transferability of the Western Port Stewardship Program to other 

CBNRM networks.   

In that trial, participants had identified enablers and constraints on the 

development of a CBS program and created a plan for developing a CBS program 

in their region (UBLN, 2012; Mackay, Colliver, Sharpley, & Earl, 2012).  The review 

began with a focus on issues that remained contentious from the original trial and 

some outputs required by the CCMA funding.  These issues were setting voluntary 

standards for stewardship practices and the use of market-based instruments as a 

source of incentives to farmers for adopting stewardship practices.  They agreed 

that my PhD research could assist them with these issues.   

The Western Port Stewardship Program (upon which the replication trial 

was based) had applied the EnSym catchment modelling platform (EnSym) to 

account for estimated changes in catchment condition due to on-ground works 

undertaken by landholders, such as revegetation and remnant vegetation 

protection.  EnSym produced measures of environmental change, for example 

predicting outcomes from revegetating a steep slope in an upper catchment would 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-design adaptive governance  Page 123 
 

lead to X Tonnes of sediments no longer entering waterways or X mega litres of 

water no longer entering groundwater and therefore reducing salinity. This 

modelling platform was applied by the CCMA to prioritise sites in the catchment 

for funding, employing only bio-physical parameters through a conservation 

tender process.   

Site B participants were operating in a model of empowerment, based on 

their years of experience with peer learning and mentoring.  Their critique of 

EnSym was that it valued and measured environmental inputs and benefits but 

devalued or ignored social inputs and benefits generated by CBNRM.   Social 

inputs included building capacity of landholders to manage land sustainably 

through peer learning and mentoring, training and volunteer support.  Social 

benefits were inclusiveness and connectedness, health and well-being.    

They also suggested that landholders became “ecosystem services ready”, 

i.e. capable of submitting and managing a conservation tender, due to their 

participation in CBNRM programs centred on social-ecological relationships and 

supportive arrangements that enabled new norms of land management that were 

landscape and community based and environmentally aware. Site B participant 

concerns extended to the economic rationalist approach of conservation tenders 

that paid landholders for environmental goods and services, taking up the 

majority of NRM funding and leaving little investment for facilitating CBNRM 

networks.  Site B participants knew they did not want to replicate the CMA’s use 

of EnSym, but decided to investigate options for whether the modelling could be 

used complimentarily with their approach.   

Site B participants were interested to explore if new indicators and 

measures of social inputs and benefits could be created and applied through 

EnSym.  Their first step in this direction was to see if EnSym could calculate 

environmental benefits of past projects by landholders who had participated in 

peer learning/mentoring and undertaken on-ground works, mainly at their own 

expense.  They were confident that their model of empowerment produced more 

cost effective outcomes for government dollars spent than conservation tenders.  

They hoped to gather evidence to show this to communicate the effectiveness of 

peer learning and mentoring and other supportive CBNRM practices. 
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The second option they wished to explore was the possibility of developing 

‘social metrics’ for use with the Landscape Tool (a component of EnSym).  Their 

interest here was to account for environmental and social inputs and outcomes 

simultaneously and possibly integratively.  They hoped this would enable a richer 

story to be told about the practices and institutional arrangements that are 

involved in supporting land stewardship backed up with evidence of the 

environmental and social benefits that are generated from investing in 

stewardship.  

Voluntary Land Management Standards was the other component of the 

Western Port Stewardship Program which Site B found challenged their way of 

working.  They felt that setting standards for land management could undermine 

their main method of engaging people voluntarily in peer learning and mentoring, 

by having benchmarks of performance that may not relate to where landholders 

are at and therefore alienating or intimidating them.   

The voluntary standards were used in the Western Port project as a 

conversation starter and planning tool by Landcare Project Officers working with 

landholders who had expressed an interest in practice change.  The planning 

element of the standards also enabled the Landcare Networks to record 

landholder practice change due to participation in the Stewardship Program by 

recording changes in practice over time.  Some people in Site B appreciated this 

approach and suggested ways in which they could introduce the standards to their 

communities that were inclusive and not directive.  These were identifying a clear 

purpose for the standards; asking communities what the land management 

categories and the minimum standards could be, i.e. practices that were relevant 

to their landscape and social settings; developing and piloting standards with one-

to-one contact and with small groups; engaging Landcare Group members to 

speak with people and gather the information about standards; consideration of 

how to integrate environmental and social standards. 

Site B participants discussed elements of a purpose for voluntary land 

management standards which were: Supporting thinking and action about 

sustainable work and living; encouraging continuous improvement – adaptive 

management, individually and collectively; Supporting long-term thinking and 
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action; Providing ways of combining local and scientific knowledge and the 

collection of additional useful data regarding peoples thinking and action on land 

management.  Some benefits of employing voluntary standards articulated by two 

participants were noted as: 

“Enhancing social cohesion by reaching out to the broader community.” 

“When a whole community agrees on standards it supports social 

harmony.” 

At the conclusion of this first meeting Site B participants agreed that these 

issues would be worthwhile investigating through participation in this research 

project.  I agreed to draft a Research Agreement that would outline their interests 

and mine, along with the type and timing of activities.  At the first meeting 

participants also agreed that the following question was important to address - 

How can we ensure this project is representative of a broad community 

perspective?  This question was re-visited and acted upon several times during the 

research.  We commenced AR sessions in early September, after I gained ethics 

approval for adding this new research group to my project as another setting to 

explore the contribution of action research and social learning to innovations in 

governance.  Representatives from two additional neighbouring Networks were 

invited to join the AR group after expressing interest in the research.  

CBNRM experience of social learning and network forms of governance 

The people who participated in Inquiry Site B had previous experience with social 

learning through their involvement with Landcare groups and networks.  

Landcare is described by Colliver (2011) as a community of practice (Wenger, 

2007) approach which applies many social learning practices such as learning 

through action and integrating multiple sources of knowing and knowledge 

through network forms of governance.   

The core purpose of Landcare is to facilitate peer learning and practice 

change relating to sustainable resource management and enabling this by 

gathering resources, brokering partnerships and managing projects (Colliver, 

2010).  Landcare operates in these ways at local and landscape scales and in doing 

so employs many adaptive management and governance practices.  Participants 
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in Site B felt particularly constrained however, in their relationships with other 

levels of governance that engaged in top-down and hybrid forms of governance.  

Site B members found this hierarchical dominance generated communication 

and decision making processes that were predominantly one-way, and to be 

lacking in transparency and un-conducive to trust and respect.  Exploring 

constraints and enablers of top-down governance on network forms of governing, 

occupied much of the six months of AR sessions, with this Site.  Constraints on 

adaptive co-governance  

• Practices that break trust and respect in relationships 

• Top-down, consultative rather than participatory practices, such as top-

down priority setting and centralised resource allocation decisions 

• Inadequate levels of resources for creating and facilitating social learning 

• A lack of appreciation of CBNRM and what it contributes 

• A lack of fora for contesting governance and management practices 

Practices that members of Site B felt were enabling of adaptive co-governance 

were: 

• Peer mentoring and peer learning 

• Developing respectful and trusting relationships  

• Action/strategic planning that employs participatory decision making 

• Presenting a coherent narrative about CBNRM  

• Co-designing new practices or arrangements with partners  

These constraints and enablers were revealed through the course of AR 

sessions with Site B.  The conclusions from the AR sessions then precipitated the 

Systemic Inquiry which had a purpose of improving collaboration between NRM 

groups and organisations with a stake in regional governance.  Site B participants 

also intended to proactively contest how NRM governance was understood and 

acted upon by various partners within the region through the Systemic Inquiry.  

Further constraints and enablers of adaptive co-governance were identified 

during the Systemic Inquiry and are listed in Tables 5.1 and 5.2. 

 This concludes the Starting Conditions for Inquiry Site B.  In the next 
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section I present first- and second-order practices revealed during AR sessions 

and then move onto results from the Systemic Inquiry. 

First-order practices for facilitating CBNRM  

Regular AR sessions started on September 7th, 2012 with members of the Upper 

Barwon and Surf Coast & Inland Plains Landcare Networks and the Otway 

Agroforestry Network. Sessions were held monthly from September to November 

2012 with three further sessions held between February and July 2013.  A member 

of the Southern Otways Landcare Network joined in November and a member of 

the Geelong Landcare Network joined in April.  Members of all networks 

continued participating through to the conclusion of the Systemic Inquiry.  An 

additional planning session was conducted with participants from all five 

networks to design a Community-based Stewardship proposal and develop a 

grant submission in April 2013.  All participants went on to initiate the Systemic 

Inquiry and participated in four workshops held quarterly between August 2013 

and June 2014.    

First-order practices, employed by Site B members for facilitating CBNRM, 

were described and discussed during AR sessions.  For example, Site B members 

described their peer mentoring practices whilst discussing their views on 

conservation tenders.  Second-order practices were employed for reflecting on 

first-order practices whilst exploring the potential innovations in practice and 

governance they hoped a stewardship program would bring.   I describe and give 

some examples of each first-order practice and then present and give examples of 

second-order practices.  This division is arbitrary and presented separately for the 

ease of writing about and understanding the two levels of practices.   

Five first-order practices were discussed during AR sessions: 

Learning starts with where landholder interests lie 

Creating opportunities for improving relationships 

Deepening appreciation of CBNRM 

Adapting technology for our purposes 

Gathering evidence to influence policy 
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Learning starts with where landholder interests lie  

The cohort of CBNRM networks of Site B were strongly committed to connecting 

with and supporting the interests and priorities of landholders in their areas.  

Each network employed various methods for working with landholders, though 

all were founded in peer-to-peer relationships that facilitated exploration of 

landholder aspirations for their properties and the catchments in which they 

lived.  They referred to this as connecting with intrinsic motivation or an 

“empowerment model of change”.  They all had a strong and explicit philosophy 

of empowering landholders to identify and achieve their NRM priorities.   

SB/5: But really you're talking about an approach or a philosophical 

foundation which is talk to the landholder about what they want to 

do.  

SB/4: …..we invest in the farmer to try and understand what their 

motivations are and what’s going to inspire them to make a change 

of their business practice, and then work with that and support that 

with peer group mentoring, site visits, training programs, extension 

methodologies and this sort of thing. 

This was rooted in their acceptance of a landholder’s private property 

rights coupled with a desire to share the knowledge and skills of network 

members in order to co-design farming landscapes based on sustainable 

practices.  Members of one network felt that accepting private property rights 

was an unbiased premise upon which to approach landholders who had 

expressed interest in learning more about using trees in their farm operations, 

thereby avoiding perceptions of judgement about current practices.   

Peer mentoring also operated on a principle of devolved decision making 

which in practice meant landholders proposed property improvements and peer 

mentors supported them to achieve these.   This support could be accessing 

information, connecting with others in similar circumstances for peer-to-peer 

conversations, co-creating farm plans, exploring possible tree species selection, 

enabling access to markets for wood products and introductions to mentors with 
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expertise in landholders’ areas of interest.    Peer mentors modelled a learning 

practice of co-inquiring into landholder priorities and aspirations and jointly 

exploring, trialling and evaluating options and decisions.  This is a farmer-led, 

participative inquiry methodology that is aligned with the notion of “…we need to 

learn how to bring forth new worlds together” (Bawden, 1991, p2365) and akin to 

the farmer-led learning model of the Hawkesbury Agricultural College that 

understands “learning as change taking place in the relational space” (Russell and 

Ison, 2005, pp 131).   

The success of this farmer-led approach can be seen in the highly treed 

‘farmscapes’ that have evolved in the region where these networks operate and in 

the numbers of farmers seeking support from peer mentors and other CBNRM 

activities.  The experience of the peer mentoring group was that farmer-led and 

mentor supported co-inquiry produced integrated economic, social and 

environmental benefits at farm and community scales.  

SB/5: I guess in my mind I'm thinking that the devolved intrinsic 

motivational approach is going to result in better environmental 

outcomes in the first instance and then there are all the other 

benefits. 

Some Site B members were more overt in encouraging landholders to 

adopt land management practices they felt were beneficial to farms and 

catchments. They did this by providing peer learning opportunities at farming 

field days, training activities and information nights.  In creating their events 

they first involved landholders from across their networks in identifying which 

land management issues were important and which practices were most 

beneficial.  These were then described in action plans that guided peer learning 

opportunities: 

SB/4: We have an action plan that [colleague] has written for the Upper 

Barwon Landcare Network and a lot of consideration went into 

that.  That was pretty much brainstorming, was the key to it, wasn’t 

it? 

SB/3:  It sure was. 
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SB/4: But that had a lot of input, there would have been, I don’t know, 

there were probably 15 or 16 people there when we had that 

workshop.  And it was across the network. 

  Site B members extended this way of working into their approach for 

creating the voluntary standards, also known as the Stewardship checklist.  They 

decided to ask landholders to nominate practices for inclusion on the checklist, 

not by asking directly about their own practices but by asking “If a landholder 

new to the area asked you what were the most important issues for managing 

land in this area, what would you tell them?  They felt this indirect way of 

questioning was less confronting.  It elicited some farm-scale responses and some 

from a catchment perspective and they understood that the responses were 

influenced by how the question was asked and the context in which it was asked. 

SB/3: Yes as [colleague] said, the key areas would be the same it is just it 

is from a different point of view, so different values maybe... 

SB/4: It was probably a given that we are, you know, concerned with 

pests plants and animals as well, but as you are saying, it was 

probably couched in different term, it is probably people were 

thinking more broadly about a catchment perhaps... rather than an 

individual farm and so it depends a lot on how a question is asked 

and what context it is put in, isn’t it? 

They also involved a diversity of landholders in creating the checklist to 

ensure it had grassroots credibility and ownership.  They were conscious of 

including people who were early on their trajectory towards sustainable farming, 

so as to create a checklist that reflected diverse interests and was not so far along 

the trajectory that early farmers could not relate to it. 

SB/5: So from my perspective the fact that someone’s been to ask the 

worst land manager and you wouldn’t be labelling him or her as the 

worst land manager, the fact that someone’s been to that farmer 

and talked to them about what they think is important means that 

there’s a sense of ownership of the end product.  So they're more 

likely to use it than if it’s just something that’s come in from 
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somewhere else. 

SB/3: And that’s also making the assumption, which is nice, that that 

person knows stuff that’s useful and helpful, rather than saying 

what aren’t you doing right? 

The intent of the practice of  ‘Learning starts with where landholder 

interests lie’ was to engage people on the basis of their interest, where their 

knowledge is at and learning in the relational space and from this approach to 

elicit a motivated response to improving farm and catchment sustainability.   

Creating opportunities for improving relationships 

The CBNRM networks in Site B placed great emphasis on trust and respect in 

relationships.  As with Site A, the practice of taking time to be in relationship 

with others was expressed through all their activities.  Site B members 

understood their role as responding to the NRM and coupled social interests of 

their communities and to facilitate learning, planning and resourcing responsive 

action.  They organised and co-ordinated events such as Landcare meetings, field 

days, information nights and bus tours that always had time and were sometimes 

just about nurturing relationships with their members.   

The practice described here is about creating opportunities for improving 

relationships.  The types of improvements they sought were building trust, 

setting expectations of respect and reciprocity in partnerships.  Site B members 

looked for and created opportunities to improve relationships through various 

forums, for example Landcare Network Chairs and Co-ordinators met with CMA 

staff quarterly and the CMA Waterways Team contracted Landcare Co-ordinators 

to project manage aspects of the River Health Program.  However, these were not 

enough to establish consistency in relationships across the board.  In the first AR 

session Site B members agreed that strengthening their relationships with 

partners was a priority and felt the research offered an opportunity to do this in 

parallel with development of CBS, as suggested in the following way:  

SB/3: Just thinking, that could be happening concurrently with this 

project anyway because a lot of the stuff we’ve been thinking about 

was going to be based on better relationships with those people 
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anyway so it’s not something that’s going to come after this but 

could be happening along the way.  

This proactive response was an empowered one and demonstrated they 

did not want to be stuck in a place of complaint about unsatisfactory 

relationships.  Rather, they felt something could be done to shift CMA 

perspectives of CBNRM.  The networks placed great importance on meaningful 

engagement, listening to and understanding each other’s issues, mutual respect 

and equality in relationships and expressed a desire to create this in all their 

relationships.  One participant, in voicing their thoughts on the approach to 

relationships with CBNRM networks that they hoped the CMA would take, put it 

like this:   

SB/2: Consultation should be meaningful, engagement should be really 

meaningful, that is we [the CMA] not only engage with you 

[CBNRM] but we listen to you and we take account of what your 

priorities are at the same time as our priorities.  We do that in a 

mutually respected federated relationship, federated meaning we 

both count here, it is not us telling you what to do.   

Creating respectful and trusting relationships at all levels was understood 

as being fundamental to doing this successfully. In practice this meant seeking 

out people within organisations and working out ways to develop relationships 

for mutual benefit. 

SB/2: I think we have to look to ways to work with that [CMA team] and 

if they use MBI’s as their main program instrument, I think we can 

work with them if we can build a relationship of trust because Bass 

Coast has already demonstrated that they can make that system 

work for their community as well as for delivering good 

environmental outcomes. I think we can too but we need a 

relationship of trust with that section [of the CMA] which my 

network doesn’t yet hold.  

Inequity of relationships between some networks and parts of the CMA 

was an issue of concern.  CMA work teams did not have a consistent approach to 
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their relationships with CBNRM networks.  For a decade the CMA resourced 

Landcare Networks with Co-ordinators but did not extend this support to the 

agro-forestry network.  The decision had lacked transparency and there was no 

opening to re-dress it.   

SB/5: … it's interesting because there is a different relationship that [our] 

network might have with the CMA than [other] networks.  

Facilitator: What's the difference? 

SB/5: Well the Landcare Networks are supported by the Landcare 

coordinators who are employed within the CMA but the agro-

forestry network seems to have been shoved to the side as, what 

was the description? Pretend Landcare, or Light Weight Landcare, 

rather than.  

SB/1:  Landcare Light I think it was. 

One of the influencing factors expressed by Site B participants on the quality of 

relationship with the CMA and other government agencies was a lack of 

appreciation of what CBNRM offered.  Site B members described another practice 

which they felt would help improve relationships and deepen appreciation of 

CBNRM.  

 

Deepening appreciation of CBNRM 

Site B participants had found that despite the rhetoric of their CMA and wider 

NRM policy on collaborative partnerships, opportunities to participate in 

planning and decision making had been limited. Consultation had a vague 

agenda not focused on collaboration and therefore provided few opportunities to 

participate in CMA program design and delivery: 

SB/5: We've tried to work, for a long time and without much success 

[with some staff from the CMA]…. the kind of died in the wool 

purist and biodiversity type people…[who won’t consider] 

productive Landcare….. 

This statement reflects that differing perspectives of how to understand 
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and do NRM had not been resolved.  The lack of resolution had undermined the 

community/government partnership and stemmed from what another 

participant felt was a lack of appreciation and understanding of the role and 

contribution of community-based networks in regional NRM. 

SB/2:  The problem as we see it is the underutilisation of Landcare 

Site B members felt that if they developed and facilitated a community-

based stewardship program that demonstrated the role and capability of CBNRM 

groups in facilitating social learning and practice change, then partners would 

better appreciate their contribution and help create conducive conditions to 

enable groups to better fulfil this role.  Site B networks had found that greater 

adoption of sustainable practices and greater environmental outcomes sustained 

over the long-term were generated by first connecting with landholders intrinsic 

motivation to act on their own farms.  This was done by supporting landholder 

property planning and decision making, and through peer learning, mentoring 

and Landcare Group activities. They also believed that a balanced appraisal of the 

benefits and impacts of MBIs had not been undertaken.  They felt that CMA 

decisions were being made on ideological grounds, i.e. market-based instruments 

were a more efficient mechanism for purchasing ecosystem services than 

community group action. Without inquiring into the short and long-term 

consequences of investing in one-on-one contracts versus the community 

empowerment model, Site B participants felt there was no data to back-up the 

efficiency claims. One Site B member voiced their desire to contest these views 

held within the CMA when they stated: 

SB/9: That's a paradigm shift though that has to happen within that 

institution, it’s imperative. 

There is an expectation created by the CaLP Act and in other institutional 

arrangements that the role of CMAs and other government agencies is to 

facilitate effective community participation in NRM governance and that they 

ought to lead relevant processes, such as community input to regional planning.  

Site B members contested the assumption that the CMA and other agencies 

would on their own deliver on the rhetoric of partnership and collaboration. They 
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saw the need to create fora that could challenge current arrangements, in 

particular, the rhetoric-practice gap and its impact on community action, the 

impact of CMA programs on intrinsic motivation, and ignorance of the 

epistemologies of community-based NRM.  

Several Site B members met with senior CMA staff to discuss a jointly 

designed and managed project with the CMA.   They hoped that in learning 

together through action and by coupling research with adaptive management of a 

project well designed and resourced, that the role of community-based networks 

would become clearer and more deeply appreciated.  They hoped to incorporate a 

research component that explored the costs and benefits of MBIs and community 

action to enable transparent and co-operative evaluation.  CMA managers were 

receptive, and suggested opportunities where these ideas could be tested.  

The outcome was the design of a joint project and submission for funding 

for a sub-regional community-based stewardship program. The five community-

based networks, the CMA, local government, indigenous groups and other 

regional partners would collaborate in delivery and adaptive management of the 

program.  The design included social learning for co-creating new practices and 

reflection on practices to improve them and in turn to inform project 

governance, planning and action.  The extensive experience of Site B members of 

social learning practice in action informed design of this project. 

SB/8: That’s the strength of networks though isn’t it really? We’ve got 

that ability to be that interface between these people making 

decisions and obviously the community based model and I think 

that’s the voice, any network, whether its OAN or the Landcare 

network, where just the capacity of what we can do is far stronger 

than what the CMA can do. We need to articulate that.  

 
Adapting technology for our purposes  

This practice included bringing in expertise or technology, evaluating its 

potential application for serving Landcare’s purpose and their community 

interests and needs, and then adapting it to meet those interests and needs.  Site 
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B chose the EnSym modelling platform as a specific tool to investigate for its 

potential to complement CBNRM ways of working.  

SB/3: We were talking about the base of the stewardship program, to 

come up with our own regionally developed priorities and values, 

and within this tool (EnSym) it would be lovely to have the UBLN 

version of this tool which had [in it] those values intrinsically.  

They evaluated the potential of the EnSym platform for supporting 

CBNRM decision making and monitoring, reporting and improving their 

approach.   Some were interested in gaining access to EnSym technology, not 

previously available to them and using it to support community-based decisions 

on where to prioritise on-ground action:  

SB/12: Well it’s where the control lies you know, I’d want to run the 

program not the CMA and I’d want my community to have the 

capacity to understand the data it’s generating and use it for their 

decision on where they do work in the landscape.  

Others were interested in modelling environmental outcomes from 10 

years of on-ground activity to produce valuable information for evaluating the 

effectiveness of CBNRM methods.  

SB/5: Actually I mean an interesting part of the use of EnSym would be a 

comparison of a pre and a post use of it. I mean we've got two 

catchments that we've just looked at really broadly – it would be 

really interesting to use EnSym to look at those more closely and 

see what outcomes EnSym thinks has resulted from the plantings 

that have taken place. 

 Adapting technology for CBNRM’s purpose was about improving their 

methods and approaches and collecting data that could enable their networks to 

tell a richer story about the role and contribution of CBNRM.   

 

Gather evidence to influence policy  

This practice relates to gathering evidence to help tell the story of CBNRM to 
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partners and investors to influence policy making and resourcing decisions.  

CBNRM has rarely accounted for the benefit and impact of its actions in ways 

substantiated by forms of evidence acceptable to government.  Consequently 

funding to CBNRM for capacity building and on-ground works has declined 

during the phase between NHT2 and the switch to an asset focus in the Caring 

for Our Country Program in the period 2007 – 2009 (Robins & Kanowski, 2011).  

Site B members were enthused by the prospect that EnSym modelling could 

enable them to collect evidence that could substantiate claims that CBNRM 

devolved approach was more effective and efficient in delivering on 

environmental and social outcomes, in comparison with other NRM programs.  

Participants in Site B were aware of the need to gather evidence in forms decision 

makers could accept to communicate with and influence them.   

SB/2: What you're saying is that community-based agroforestry activities 

have been more effective in getting revegetation happening than 

dictated activities [targeted investment].  So you already have the 

comparison of option A, agroforestry has delivered more trees on 

the ground say, compared with option B [conservation tenders] and 

not only that, EnSym can been used to show that the wider 

consequences of stream sediment et cetera and social impacts if we 

can find them….. 

SB/5: Well it's another way of saying that the devolved method of getting 

people involved has been cheaper to deliver, has been more 

effective in getting things happening on the ground and has wider 

consequences that are bigger, all those things together add up to a 

better option for going and it becomes a level of support for the 

notion of community-based activities. 

SB/5: That's right, which is quite contrary to the pattern that's been 

developed. 

SB/2: And the motivation behind tools like EnSym, is "Okay, we need to 

spend less money and so we need to be telling landholders where the 

best outcomes are going to be" [paraphrasing by participant]. 
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Because the targeted investment nearly always starts with bits of 

the best of the remnants that are left and because that's how their 

models work, “what we've got left is the best so we'll just identify 

those and keep working on them. The farmland is ruined anyway so 

why bother with that unless there's a nice remnant over there which 

we want to keep” [paraphrasing]. What [colleague] is talking about 

is a lattice work of trees over the whole of the cleared landscape 

which could yield better biodiversity results and social results.  And 

if we could find some way of getting that kind of idea in…., then 

you begin to logically get through to the policy makers who are 

handing out the money and they say "Well why are we mucking 

around with all the bits at the edge when we could have a whole 

landscape that can be recovered?" That's the argument. 

This passage also illustrates a second-order awareness of learning about 

different approaches and creating feedback mechanisms on their effectiveness.   

Second-order practices for contesting governance 

Two prominent second order practices were identified during research with Site 

B participants.  They were: 

Reflexivity through dialogic and dialectic exchange 

CBNRM praxis 

 

Reflexivity through dialogic and dialectic exchange 

Site B participants demonstrated a strong discipline around listening to and 

respecting the views of others from the beginning of AR sessions.  Their practice 

was to listen, demonstrate understanding by reflecting meaning or raising a point 

for clarification or contestation sometimes through dialectic exchange if the need 

for a decision was strong, but mostly through dialogic exchange that enabled a 

sharing and acceptance of differing views. For example: 

SB/2: What I'm hearing from you [colleague], is a comparison of the 
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dictated methods of priority setting versus the devolved or 

community-based methods of priority setting and if you could find 

some way of comparing the two. That's roughly what I'm hearing. 

SB/5:  That's right, yeah. 

There was agreement amongst Site B participants on many issues; however 

this did not limit the exploration of peoples differing ways of thinking about and 

responding to issues that arose.  One of the most notable points of difference 

amongst the group was their views on the role of voluntary standards for land 

management. The concept of setting voluntary standards for land management 

and expecting farmers to self-assess against these standards to look at gaps and 

improve practices was contentious.  For some participants this idea contradicted 

their Landcare values of engaging with farmers based on where their interests lay 

and exploring and adopting beneficial practices from that base without 

predetermining a standard for those practices.  Some went so far as to express 

concern that setting standards impinged on people’s private property rights.  

Others felt that voluntary standards could be applied in ways that 

complemented other Landcare engagement practices and supported adoption of 

increasingly sustainable practices.  Despite the contentious nature of this topic 

participants pursued a dialogic practice to explore their varying views and find a 

way of accommodating them.  In this way an agreement on the issue was not 

forced but agreement on ways to test their ideas in action were reached, as 

illustrated in the two passages below.  Passage one is an extract of a longer 

dialogic exchange about different ways of applying voluntary land management 

standards.   

SB/8: This is where I think the idea of going somewhere within your local 

area, but essentially not somebody’s [farm], so it’s not so personal, 

go to a concept farm, so you get the mind starting to think about 

standards and what they should be addressing on their property. 

Facilitator: So that might be the approach that you guys take? 

SB/8:  Well that’s what I would perhaps look at. 

SB/2: And my thinking was kind of the opposite and this is a really 
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expensive way of doing it, but would be actually to go from farm to 

farm and maybe you need to take a local mentor with you, so that 

you had that trust or whatever it was, but talk individually to 

farmers.  And to me that’s the strength of actually going through 

this process, it gives us the Upper Barwon and the Otway Forestry 

Network, to some extent the opportunity to actually talk to people 

that haven’t come and seen us. 

SB/8: Maybe you go and see a concept farm or something that’s been, 

that was set up 10, 15 years ago and then come back down to your 

local scale and do your one farm.  To me I mean you go out there 

and do your farm and go farmer to farmer, but often to get the ball 

rolling you need to go elsewhere and get the ideas fluctuating in 

your mind. 

The next passage is a record of the group reaching agreement on how to 

research ideas held by people in their community about expectations of land 

management practices as a possible entry point to developing a local version of 

voluntary land management standards.  Participants had not yet agreed on the 

application of voluntary standards, however, they persisted with the conversation 

until they found a way forward that accommodated values held by participants 

on this matter.  They had agreed to ask questions of people in their community to 

elicit their ideas about standards and to encourage their buy-in. 

SB/5:  The standards have got to be broadly accepted. 

SB/9: Would it not be good to use the ones that [have been] outlined? 

Facilitator: By all means have a look at those and see if they can be adapted.  

SB/9: From my perspective, the danger of doing that is that you lose the 

local ownership of it, so it’s something that’s been brought in.  [We 

say] “Ok so we’re now going to use this tool”.  [Farmer says] “Well I 

don’t own the tool you know, so…”.  You could use it as a 

foundation for the conversation, but I still think the conversation is 

what's most important. 

SB/9: But you need to marry the two.  To go through that scorecard 
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[standard] would be really good, but you're having a conversation 

all the way along.   

Facilitator: So we need two things, questions to ask to get the information and 

who’s going to ask those questions. 

SB/2 And how?  To take [colleague’s] point, could it all be an electronic 

interrogation. 

SB/5: Well initially it’s got to be face to face doesn’t it?  But I’d have a 

broader first question, it would be a very open ended question of do 

you think there are better ways of ensuring that the capacity of the 

land is going to be maintained and improved over the long term.   

SB/2: My guess is we have to think a bit more about how to open the 

door; I mean you're suggesting take a local person around with you, 

there’s some prior questions about how we fund that and how we 

get a local person to spend the time doing it all.  We need to think 

about how best to use our constituent groups and whether we start 

with them to begin with just to trial the methods before we start 

going out to the [un-engaged].  I also reckon we need to think 

about the whole business of how you broach the subject and we 

need to think about options such as, “Of all of the neighbours [that] 

you can think of in your district, which is the one who is using 

practices that you think are the worst?  And of all the other ones in 

the district, which do you think are the ones that are using the 

best”, or some other way of starting the conversation, which is not 

necessarily about this particular farm or this particular coastal 

resident when it comes to that.   

SB/8: Well that’s why I keep saying, coming back to this idea, go to 

somewhere where there’s no personal attachment in the local area 

to get the ball going. I’m just thinking that honestly to go and 

knock on a door and ask these questions, you really are making a 

huge judgment to say that you’ll get answers on the one visit.  So to 

me I’d be getting the mindset going and thinking about standards 
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and what's worked, what hasn’t worked in the past, what's been 

best practice and where we can improve, through a visit on a 

property that’s not personal to anybody.   

SB/9: Are we reinventing the wheel or trying to recreate it? 

SB/5: Yeah we are reinventing the wheel, but the key is local ownership of 

the wheel…, the conversation is what’s critical.   

SB/3: Everyone always worries about new people coming, why can’t it be 

“Look what would your advice be to a new person coming?  What 

do they need to do in this area to be a good farmer?”  And they say 

well you’ve got to get rid of your weeds and people will be very 

open about saying all that stuff. 

SB/5: Yeah so you don’t have to actually talk about their property and 

what they're doing.   

SB/3: No, no and it means we’re helping new people, because everyone 

tears their hair out about absentee land owners and people who 

come here and don’t know anything.  Saying well look to be a good 

neighbour, help us help these new people, what do we need to say 

that you need to do when you come and farm in this area, what's 

important?  In a general state it’s always easy to talk about other 

people. 

Facilitator: So, “What parts of managing the land or managing your farm do 

you think are important?” 

SB/3: Well you could just say if someone new comes what do they need 

to know?  It could be as simple as…What do they need to know, 

what do they need to do?   

Facilitator: So you start off with one question? 

SB/2: I think it’s a good way to go. 

Facilitator: Can you all commit to asking say two or three people each before 

the next session, that one question and see what comes out of it? 
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SB/2: I think we should do that, but also potentially try to work with our 

local Landcare groups and just say this is on the go. 

Participants’ approaches to talking through and reaching a point of 

agreement on action to at least advance their understanding on an issue 

remained consistently respectful. In part this was due to their relationships being 

long standing (10+ years) and the development of trust and respect through their 

common endeavour.  It was also in part due to their use of what Sennett (2011) 

describes as the subjunctive mood, that is, use of suggestive words and phrases 

like those used in the passages above such as ‘perhaps’, ‘maybe’ and ‘My thinking 

was’.  Sennett’s research found this was more than politeness, that the use of 

tentative language opened up space for experimentation and co-operation in 

exploring the possibilities and avoiding the combativeness or retreat that often 

arises when people are more assertive in expressing their views.   I introduced the 

ORID conversation technique to this group also and though it married well with 

their ways of relating we rarely drew on it as the dialogic exchange was their 

preferred approach and proved effective in most cases. 

 CBNRM praxis 

As with Site A I asked Site B participants if they were interested in reading papers 

and reports on topical issues.  They agreed in the introductory session that they 

would read papers I sent or referred them to when they had time.  One 

participant in particular was active with reading papers and providing a review to 

the group.  This happened several times during the six months of AP/AR sessions.  

Below is an example of this participant’s interest in wanting to draw peer 

reviewed research into the groups’ conversations on ways of improving 

governance in multi-scale situations, such as theirs.    

SB/2: I would love to know if the international literature has any test of 

what works?  

Facilitator: There are the SLIM Briefing notes. Did you end up looking them up 

on the Web? 

SB/2:  No but I had a look at Graham Marshall’s paper.  
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The papers referred to present research on two key elements for this 

group.  The first (Marshall, 2008) is about the notion of subsidiarity and nesting 

as a conceptual understanding of how scales of governance relate to each other 

and can be structured to ensure the commonly referred to ‘bottom-up’ approach 

is given credence.  The other (Ostrom, 2000) speaks to the notions of intrinsic 

motivation which connected closely to the underlying philosophy of these 

networks of believing that if you work with farmers based on where their 

interests in NRM lie then you will connect with their motivation and values and 

develop a respectful and trusting relationship as a result.  

Participants demonstrated an awareness of mental traps, in particular 

those associated with the use of common words that mean different things to 

different people and the conflict that can arise if the different interpretations are 

not made explicit.  A conversation around the word ‘community’ and how its use 

reflected differing world views revealed not only these differences but how these 

world views shaped relationships with sometimes negative results. 

SB/8: I think often the word community gets broadly used or it’s not well 

defined - and it will alter between areas but even at the CMA level, 

they use community very broadly. 

Facilitator: As a generic term? 

SB/8: And who is community? Is it the stakeholders as well as the 

landholders and there's a lot of discrepancy just in that one term as 

to what it means.  Because we had the same topic down on 

Thompson’s Creek with the rabbit situation where the landholder 

said “Well" when we broadly used the term community, “Well does 

that include DPI, DSE where they’re having a lot of trouble about 

the collaboration with those agency groups?  I don't want to be 

seen as community with those people involved at the moment 

because they're not willing to work together”. 

SB/2: When the CMA staff were asked to define the community, do you 

know what they said?  “The general public”. 

Facilitator: Define the Landcare community? 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-design adaptive governance  Page 145 
 

SB/2: No, just the community.  The community meant everybody who 

‘isn't us or anybody we know, it's the wider public’. 

SB/1:  So they don't see themselves as part of it? 

SB/2: No, that's exactly the point, they don't know really what 

community means in any specific or policy orientated sense. 

 Clarifying concepts of community and who or what is referred to when 

describing ‘the community’ was of strong interest for members of Site B.  Seeing 

community as everyone other than themselves was thought to be indicative of an 

organisational culture in the CMA that constrained relationships with 

community-based NRM practitioners.  Site B participants demonstrated in this 

passage that they understood the notion of living in language as described by 

Ison (2010) and how thinking is shaped by language.  Site B felt that the 

perception of community held within the CMA as being everyone other than 

them had become a dominant cultural view within the CMA, creating a 

separation between people in the CMA and others and influencing the nature of 

relationships between the CMA and stakeholders in the region.   

Without an obvious need of arriving at a definitive answer the group often 

‘tossed ideas around’ for consideration.  I found this practice demonstrated trust 

and respect in the group for sharing ideas openly and for developing a deeper 

appreciation of the issues of which they were trying to make sense.    

SB/5:  So what are the aspects of our community, I mean there's an 

opportunity to go beyond the Landcare community or I hope that's one of the 

main aims is to engage people that aren't part of Landcare or connected to 

Landcare, farmers that is, land holders. 

SB/3:  Maybe we could call it a community of stakeholders?  

SB/2:  It would be more useful. 

SB/3:  Well it is because it's still a group, isn't it? 

This expressed interest in exploring the meaning and use of community 

and wanting a clearer way of deciding, defining and communicating what is 
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meant by community, led me to introducing the concept of Stakeholding.  I 

outlined the way in which Stakeholding was applied in the SLIM research, 

describing it as a way of understanding peoples’ interest and participation in a 

situation, e.g. catchment governance, based on their stake in that particular 

situation. I thought the concept of Stakeholding aligned well with the way Site B 

participants understood the importance of differing motivations of landholders.  

Stakeholding promulgates the view that people can be understood as individuals 

with their own stake rather than from a community and therefore holding a 

common view.  They agreed to read the SLIM Briefing note on Stakeholding 

(SLIM, 2004f) after grappling with and not resolving how to manage the 

complexity of relating to many stakeholders based on their differing stakes. We 

returned to this concept after six months of AR when participants concluded that 

something different was needed to engage multiple stakeholders in improving 

the way they collectively governed NRM in the region.  

From reflection on practice to systemic inquiry 

After six months of reflecting on practices employed to further the purpose of 

CBNRM, Site B participants concluded that more was needed to enable them to 

fulfil their purpose to the depth they felt was possible.  Improving collaboration 

with partners became their aim using methods designed to yield better outcomes 

than previous attempts to integrate CBNRM with government-based approaches, 

i.e. consultation and engagement methods designed and managed by 

government agencies.  

Site B participants wanted community-based networks to have more 

influence in regional NRM governance, but where and how to contest the current 

governance situation eluded them. They noted some promising shifts in practice, 

but felt these had not produced significant change in the key areas of 

consultation for the RCS and partnering in NRM programs and projects, 

particularly the design phase.  They felt largely excluded from regional decision 

making and disenfranchised by allocation of the majority of CMA funding 

through market-based instruments. Trust and motivation to participate in 

regional governance was declining. They wanted decisions on regional priorities 

and resource allocation to be more inclusive, informed, equitable and 
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transparent.  They understood trust and motivation as being integral to ownership 

of NRM activities and outcomes by community members.  The focus for Site B 

shifted to improving regional NRM governance through designed collaboration. 

They began by looking for opportunities to deliberate on NRM governance with a 

broader range of stakeholders. 

I suggested that undertaking a systemic inquiry may help participants 

make sense of the complexity of their situations and provide tools to diagnose and 

design improvements systemically. That systemic thinking existed in this groups 

was indicated by their frequent use of words such as ‘relationships’, ‘partnerships’ 

and ‘collaboration’, reflecting their focus on the interconnections between people 

and organisations,  and their commitment to involving a broad range of 

stakeholders in all aspects of governance. They described their situations as 

complex and messy, but were uncertain where they could start to influence the 

governance situation that had to this point not engaged them in an equal 

partnership.   

Despite disappointment in previous arrangements, the Site B networks 

sought opportunities to engage in deliberation with the CMA and the wider NRM 

system. One motivator was their desire to explore the assumption, prevalent 

currently in the CMA, that market-based instruments were the most efficient and 

effective mechanisms to achieve environmental outcomes, and with this, the 

allocation of significant resources to these instruments.  They also believed that a 

balanced appraisal of the impacts of MBIs as used by CMAs had not been 

undertaken, and that CMA decisions were being made on ideological grounds, 

i.e. market-based instruments are a more efficient mechanism for purchasing 

ecosystem services than the higher transaction costs of building community 

capacity to undertake action.  Site B participants saw the need to create fora that 

could challenge current arrangements, in particular, the rhetoric-practice gap 

and its impact on community action, the impact of programs on intrinsic 

motivation and ignorance of the epistemologies of community-based NRM.   

Contesting NRM governance proactively 

Inquiry Site B members wished to clarify the role of Landcare groups and 
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networks in what they called the NRM governance system.  They also wished to 

explore why successful ways of doing NRM rarely persisted beyond episodes of 

innovation: practices and systems developed through projects were rarely 

integrated into institutional arrangements and ongoing practices of NRM 

governance.   

Site B initiated a systemic inquiry into NRM governance, through which 

they explored perspectives and assumptions, related to regional governance and 

how to improve collaborative practices at all scales of governance, beyond an 

episode of innovation.  Prior to commencement of the systemic inquiry one 

community-based stakeholder stated their hope for improving collaboration with 

partners in NRM governance in this way: 

SB/2:  At the end of the day it will be a process that we will all grow from, 

no doubt about that, and if we’re successful we might be influential 

in changing some of our disappointments or realizing some more of 

our opportunities. 

Conducive policies, such as the region's new RCS and Landcare Support 

Plan called for improved integration and partnerships between organisations and 

greater input of stakeholder knowledge to the CMA Board. Senior managers in 

the CMA emerged as champions of this systemic inquiry, agreeing to help build 

commitment amongst regional stakeholders to participate. There was explicit 

understanding by CMA management that it would take time to garner support 

and commitment, that there was a need to align with other processes happening 

regionally. They committed to joint planning and allocation of resources to co-

ordinating the inquiry and proceeded with a stakeholder analysis and subsequent 

invitations, both written and verbal, to the stakeholders identified.   We co-

created a conversation starter to introduce the concept of systemic inquiry and 

engage invitees to talk about the purpose, format and timing of events.  The 

workshops and space for the SI were thoughtfully planned.    Site B members 

selected the recreation centre at the Winchelsea Football Ground because of its 

central location, the open and naturally lit space and the view of natural areas 

through the windows.  Home cooked food was provided at each of the four 

workshops. 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-design adaptive governance  Page 149 
 

The systemic inquiry became a space for coupling the science and practice of 

transitioning governance and a situation based praxis to emerge as per Ison (2010).  

It was presented to the broader group of stakeholders as a way to make sense of 

what causes what, for what purpose within the complex interconnections in NRM 

governance, and to avoid well-intentioned attempts at improvement that could 

have unintended negative consequences.  Further, the invitation proposed that 

systemic inquiry could support people looking at the relationships around 

contentious aspects of governance, designing a better way to do things, and 

learning as they put new ideas into practice. The assumption of the facilitators and 

CBS group extending from this was stated in communications to participants as: 

 “First solutions often reproduce a problem. You won't shift a pattern until you 

change the habits, assumptions and structural arrangements that hold the pattern in 

place. Real change requires digging down to challenge those forces”. 

Four workshops were held, engaging over 50 stakeholders from across the 

region in the application of various systems tools, as described by Armson (2011), to 

explore regional NRM governance through the lens of a multi-scale system of 

governance.  I, with support from Ross Colliver and Catherine Allan, facilitated the 

application of these systems tools.  We did so with rigour and with the intention to 

develop systemic inquiry practice that could be applied in other governance 

situations. 

In the first workshop (12th August, 2013) thirty-six participants identified 

matters with potential to improve collaboration in NRM governance.  To start with 

participants gathered around four tables and drew rich pictures to help explain 

some of the complexity experienced when they do NRM governance (Figure 5.2).  

Each participant shared the story of their picture and responded to questions of 

clarification from other participants. 
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Figure 5.2 Rich picture drawn by a community stakeholder at Site B 

Themes were drawn out from the rich pictures at each table that were 

prominent and/or recurring across peoples experiences (Table 5.1).  The themes 

were discussed briefly before participants were asked to select one or more to focus 

on.  The theme chosen unanimously by all participants as a good place to begin 

improving collaboration in NRM governance was Relationships.   I have placed 

these themes into four main categories, which are Personal/Social, Learning and 

Knowing, Institutional and Systemic.  The importance and/or relevance of these 

are raised in Chapter 7. 

In the second session three new groups formed, based on regional, sub-

regional and local scales of governance.  Improvements in governance are 

appearing all the time and then dying out for lack of sustained support in the 

immediate and wider governance context (Healey, 2006). Around the chosen 

theme of relationships, the three groups identified a way of working that was 

getting established, but was vulnerable.  The intent of this session was to come up 

with scale appropriate ideas through conversation, using examples of where 

collaborative relationships were working or emerging, how they could be nurtured 

and how they could be ‘killed off’.  Throughout the whole workshop we learnt 
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about and deepened our appreciation of each other’s perspectives and experiences 

of NRM governance.  A summary of scale-related ideas is given below (Table 5.2). 

 

Table 5.1 Themes drawn from rich pictures at Workshop 1 

Personal/Social Learning and 
Knowing  

Institutional Systemic (incl. 
scales & 
levels) 

Relationships  Capacity for 
Stewardship 

Priorities Holistic 
thinking 

Social cohesion Empowerment Resources Subsidiarity 

Trust (two way, 
respect, 
consistency) 

Awareness Enforcement vs 
encouragement 

Complexity  

Motivation Innovation Outcomes Scale 

People Knowledge Capacity for 
decision making 

Partnerships 

Support Feedback Control Synergy 

Community – 
everyone is 
important 

 Networks/ 

connections 

Links 
(Landcare as 
bridging 
organisation) 

Volunteers Confidence Representation Environment 

Engagement Diverse values 
& knowledge 

Social media Fragmentation 

Opportunity Value local 
knowledge 

Clarity of roles Landscape 

Place Understanding On-ground Action  

  Infrastructure  
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Table 5.2 Scale-related ideas to what nurtures and what kills relationships 

What nurtures relationships in NRM governance at local scale? 

 

Investment in local people as facilitators who understand local communities and are 
therefore non-threatening and able to build trust; they are peers of people they are 
engaging and often not from government. They are able to draw on existing Landcare 
capacity so that projects are ‘Bottom-up’ – grass-roots initiated. 

Flexibility in timeframes and meaningful reporting that is not onerous make a big 
difference in allowing projects to respond to local conditions and communities’ ways of 
working. Clear strategic planning with flexibility built in and outcomes that are broader 
than single issue so projects integrate with holistic interests of farmers and landholders.   

Additional nurturing features noted by others at local scale: practice change through 
capacity building as important; focus on relationship building or strengthening existing 
relationships and; Reference group for project governance, member knowledge & 
experience were invaluable. 

What kills off these relationships? 

Losing money for facilitation and changing to a non-trusted project co-ordinator. 
When there is no support for administration or investment in capacity this leads to 
burnout as there are too many demands on volunteers. 

Unrealistic timeframes and onerous reporting requirements that receive no feedback 
or acknowledgement of the contribution or any bonus points for success.  When 
priorities are focussed only on bio-physical outcomes or because of political need or 
funders don’t understand community capacity, local communities have to react to top-
down funding requirements and in-flexible guidelines.  This stretches the relevance 
between projects and community interest and often kills motivation. 

What nurtures relationships in NRM governance at sub-catchment scale? 

Goals are worked out between those with a stake in the issue.  One party's goals don't 
dominate. The group takes time to understand each party's perspective on problems, 
underlying interests and to set goals.  Goals are areas of common commitment, but this 
doesn't stop parties working separately on other goals. 

There is willingness and capacity to support others.  People come into the collaboration 
looking not just at what they can get out of it, but what they can put in that will assist 
others. And they don't just want to do this—they actually have some capacity to help. 

Diversity amongst partners.  These collaborations work when partners bring in differing 
knowledge, skills and areas of influence.  The collaboration can call on these differing 
resources to get fill gaps in capacity. 

Commitment to build capacity.  The partnership focuses on capacity from day one. The 
point of the partnership is not just outputs, but building up partners' capacity to work on 
shared goals.  
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Flexibility in sustaining delivery work. While funding sources may change, the 
collaboration doesn't get dependent on one source. It cultivates many possibilities, 
including the capacity of the partnership to deliver some work under its own steam some 
of the time. 

Celebrating success and telling others about it.  The partnership appreciates its own 
success, and each partner for what they have contributed. Then it tells others about the 
success.  The partnership doesn't assume its achievements will be noticed—sometimes 
good partnerships are hard to notice because each party is doing its own thing in 
support of shared goals. 

What kills off these relationships? 

Differences in expectations.  Agencies may promise more than they can deliver—
people's expectations go up, then they are disappointed, and pull back. Alternatively, 
agencies may simply fail to spell out clear expectations, and community groups assume 
more will be possible, then are disappointed when they find this isn't what agencies 
have in mind. 

Goals and rules imposed from the outside.  Goals or rules about how people can 
pursue a goals are set by an organisation with control of money or priorities, without 
asking people what they want. This angers people, because it short circuits finding a 
connection with the goals of other stakeholders. It kills the motivation of community 
groups to push for their own goals—"what's the point, it's all been decided!" 

Change in agency priorities. Agencies are key players because of the financial and 
technical resources they can mobilise around an issue. When priorities change higher 
up in the agency and staff are pulled from a collaboration, it can undermine the 
dialogue between parties and the potential to mount projects. 

Dependence on short-term projects.  When the collaboration is totally tied to 
whether or not each year's projects are funded, loss of funding can undermine the 
collaboration. Focus on funding can undermine it valuing its own goals and taking 
action to achieve these with resources available between the partners. 

Not publicising successes.  If a collaboration doesn't publicise success, influential 
people can't support the project, current partners don't get recognition and their 
motivation may drop, and new participants aren't drawn to the collaboration. 

What nurtures relationships in NRM governance at regional scale? 

Iterative processes for developing and delivering projects coupled with recognition that 
traditional, top-down approaches have failed shows maturity and willingness to learn 
and adapt.  Projects go well when management learns to let go and let the workers get 
on with the job. 

Projects do well when they reach out and engage farming families and their passions.  
Community uptake is high when projects act on common interests of farmers, who then 
provide a critical mass of participants and then share information through their 
networks. 
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Peer reviewed publications and relevant research are important sources of information.  
Good and consistent communication is essential.    

Benchmarking works and can be empowering but is dependent on trust and respect.  
Data management systems managed by independent brokers can be efficient and add 
credibility.   

What kills off these relationships? 

When government doesn’t recognise or appreciate locally applied science, it shows old 
paradigms and blinkered views on how things should be done are still strong.  
Government agencies tend to act paternalistically and adversarial or risk averse which 
kills off trust and collaboration. A lack of knowledge or appreciation of different types 
of knowledge undermines the depth of projects.  Commercial interest and non-sharing 
of power can stifle projects.   

When reporting processes are bureaucratic and not interactive, they don’t add value or 
help improve projects and this becomes timewasting and frustrating. 

Observations of similarities and differences at each scale 

Some similarities were ownership from the bottom-up, facilitation by the community, 
trust, respect, motivation, investment in capacity building and flexibility/adaptive 
delivery.  

Some differences were: at regional scale data management done by an independent 
broker; at sub-regional scale agency partners may be pulled away from collaborations as 
priorities change; at the local scale reporting on the Gorse Taskforce project was not 
onerous. 

 

In rapping up the day, people were asked to reflect on the workshop and 

offer something that surprised them or something that was confirmed. Two 

comments that were noted went as follows: 

“I was surprised to see such a broad range of people from across the region” 

“It was confirmed for me that many of the same issues still exist as barriers to 

collaboration” 

At Workshop 2 (October 2nd, 2013) a more in-depth exploration of regional 

NRM governance occurred.  A group of 20 stakeholders initially worked as a whole 

group to brainstorm descriptions of NRM governance as currently experienced in 

the form of Snappy Systems (Armson, 2011).  These descriptions, in effect, defined 

parts of the regional NRM governance system.  We listed all the stakeholders the 

group could think of that were involved or interested in NRM governance and I 
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asked participants to think of Snappy Systems that would represent their 

perspectives on the topic, such that we came up with a list of 19 Snappy Systems 

and 16 Sinister Systems, so called to describe parts of the system where undesired 

consequences are occurring (Armson, 2011). 

Members of Site B were asked to lead conversations with groups of 4 -5 

people on a topic of mutual interest and illustrated by a snappy system from the 

list and where they felt improvements were desirable.   Participants then mapped 

some of the features of these parts of the system using systems maps (Figure 5.3).   

 

Figure 5.3 A system map from a Sinister System – “Regional NRM governance 
is a system to reinforce a top-down approach that includes a silo mentality, 
satisfying the bean counters and meeting political agendas” 
 

From the system maps group participants then decided which features or 

part of the system they thought offered good promise for improvement.  First, each 
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group explored some intended and unintended consequences of actions and 

patterns of behaviour that constrain change in the five parts of the system using 

Multiple-cause diagrams (Figure 5.4) - a multiple-cause diagram exploring the 

effects of state and federal governments operating in silos, as identified in the 

Snappy System ‘ Regional NRM governance is a system to reinforce a top-down 

approach that includes a silo mentality, satisfying the bean counters and meeting 

political agendas’. They identified leverage points where change could bring about 

improvements or better ways to govern.   

The group that created the system map above identified that governance 

practice would work better if there was change in the part of the system that deals 

with assumptions about what NRM needs to be and what we need to do in 

community groups.  Examining the intended and unintended consequences in this 

part of the system the group suggested that the current narrow focus of NRM 

engages a limited set of stakeholders, and limits what can be achieved, which in 

turn limits political support and funding.   

Figure 5.4 a Multiple-cause diagram, exploring the impacts of state and 
federal governments operating in silos 

Each group was asked to create a system definition that could describe the 

why, what and how of a system that encapsulated the improvements in 
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governance they would like to have.  New definitions of systems they felt 

embraced these better ways to govern were developed by each group by applying 

an adapted version of the TWO CAGES process outlined by Armson (2011).   

After Workshop 2, four members of Site B and one person from the CMA 

were invited to formalise their role as co-ordinators of what were then called 

interest groups and later became known as innovation groups after Scharmer 

(2009, p387).  They accepted and proceeded to act as a co-ordinating group for 

planning and communications for their groups and the SI.   In January 2014, we 

met to discuss progress with the SI and planning for Workshop 3.  One of the 

issues raised was expressions from some stakeholder participants about 

uncertainty of the SI process being more than talk and whether it may or may not 

lead to improvements in governance. Some people expressed this as resistance 

and reluctance to commit to the SI.  The main reasons given for this resistance 

were the inability of community-based people to influence change in a system as 

big and complex as NRM governance when people in government, who ultimately 

need to be involved in transitions of governance, are either inaccessible or they 

move on from their positions regularly, which undermines the ability to form 

relationships and work together.   

SB/5: My take on it is that there is resistance and that it is probably 

institutional and from the government bodies, well, the resistance is 

from both sides because they (government staff) are pretty 

inaccessible and they are not willing to put their hand up, even 

though they can see that there are some issues.  I’m not talking 

about regional people, I’m talking about state and federal.  And the 

problem from the other side is the ivory tower scenario and not 

being able to get to the right people and if you do get to the right 

people, they move on.  And so there is a sense of there’s a lot of 

effort that goes into that sort of thing and is it worth it if people just 

move on. 

I made the suggestion to create short versions of Most Significant Change 

Stories (Dart, 1999) to inspire enthusiasm amongst participants for improving 

governance.   Another member suggested, and five members agreed, to film a 
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short personal story (~2 minutes) about an event in their lives that motivated 

them to want to improve NRM governance. People gave very personal accounts of 

events that had significant impacts in their lives and were obviously heartfelt.  

These were posted on YouTube and links sent to all participants in the Systemic 

Inquiry.  All stories were well received and one in particular, a story about wanting 

to protect Brolgas in Western Victoria, was shared beyond the SI participants.   

In Workshop 3 (February 26th, 2014), we began by sharing our stories of 

involvement in NRM between Old Hands (>10 years participation) and New 

Hands (<10 years).  This was a chance to experience the wisdom and ideas we 

collectively bring to the table.  After a brief re-cap on the systemic inquiry so far, 

the 24 participating stakeholders then worked on four of the five parts of the 

system earmarked for improvement.  These were Measuring NRM outcomes; 

Improving collaboration; Inspired local planning; & Inclusiveness in NRM groups.   

Participants joined one of the four groups and began by re-visiting the 

system definitions created in Workshop 2.  These definitions served to explain the 

why, what and how of the improvements participants would like to have.   

Following this, a mini stakeholder analysis of whom we understood to have some 

involvement in or connection with the group’s area of work was undertaken and 

logical steps for action were discussed.  This work was turned into an action plan 

diagram, or in systems language, a Human Activity System (HAS) outline early 

steps for each group for acting on their systems definitions. An example HAS 

diagram and can be found at Figure 5.5.   

In Workshop 4 (June 4th, 2014) the principle aim was for the five 

innovation groups to review their systems definitions, the HAS diagrams and any 

actions they had undertaken since Workshop 3.  All groups had taken some 

action, with some important steps towards a partnership agreement between the 

10 Landcare Networks in Corangamite region with the Corangamite CMA, 

initiated by the Improving Collaboration group;  the Inclusiveness in NRM group 

had taken action on their first three steps;  a report was given on the planning trial 

in step one by the Inspired Planning group; the Measuring NRM Outcomes group 

worked on the first three steps at the Workshop and updated the HAS diagram to 

reflect this;  The City-Country United Group spent time completing the TWO 
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CAGLS process and developing a HAS diagram, having not attended Workshop 3.  

Summaries of the work undertaken by the innovation groups are provided in 

Table 5.3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.5 An example HAS diagram created by the Inclusiveness group to 
guide steps for acting on systems definition 

  

Participating stakeholders continued to refine and develop the 

innovations after the workshops finished.  CBNRM networks and the CCMA co-

designed and committed to a Partnership Agreement; Landcare Facilitators 

initiated a Community of Practice for facilitating CBNRM; and, CBNRM 

participants and local government were invited to participate in development of a 

spatial tool for integrating local and regional NRM planning.  The Site B 

innovation group leaders and the SI facilitators played important parts in 

continuing these initiatives.  The work of these groups also informed and 

provided the foundation for the next SI, involving state and national level 

stakeholders.  This is presented and discussed in Chapter 6. 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-design adaptive governance  Page 160 
 

Table 5.3 Five opportunities for improving regional NRM Governance 
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Conclusions 

Participants at Site B identified many factors as enabling or constraining of 

adaptive co-governance, during AR sessions and in collaboration with a broader 

group of stakeholders in the Systemic Inquiry.  They reflected on these enablers 

and constraints during AR and discussed the practices they employed to facilitate 

social learning and improve governance.  Site B were able to co-create the 

Systemic Inquiry because of their prior experiences, practices and epistemological 

awareness of facilitating social learning.  Their first- and second-order practices 

were grounded in a philosophical commitment to social learning, for example 

facilitating peer learning and deepening appreciation of CBNRM to enable its full 

contribution.  With purposeful intent of contesting and improving governance, 

they were able to engage a large and diverse group of stakeholders to co-create 

improvements in governance practices and arrangements.   

The constructivist and relativist ontology and epistemology that 

underpinned their first- and second-order practices were evident and deeply 

appreciated.  In particular, Site B members’ experience and understanding that 

learning through action and co-evaluation can powerfully inspire motivation and 

practice change were major contributors as to why they were able to embrace 

systemic inquiry and lead others in this ambitious but uncertain journey.  In 

addition, they paid attention to creating conditions that were supportive and 

enabling of broad stakeholder participation.   

In the SI, participants were engaged in a dual process of employing 

systems practices while building capacity to think and act systemically.  At times 

this was challenging.  Particularly at the early stages of exploring the situation as 

it is, when the messiness and complexity were revealed.  Several participants 

became overwhelmed and it was at this stage that enthusiasm and commitment 

waned, as participants wondered if the SI would successfully enable the 

improvements many stakeholders sought.  Twenty-six participants followed the 

SI through to completion, half the number of participants that participated 

overall.  These people participated on the basis of their interest in the 
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improvements co-designed in one of the five innovation groups and stayed in 

these groups for the duration of the SI.   

I found there to be many examples of social learning elements and 

activities present at Site B, and through the SI.  These are summarised in Table 

5.4 and discussed in Chapter s6 and 7. 
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Table 5.4 Summary of activities at Site B aligned with elements of the SLIM Framework for Social learning (Collins & Ison, 2009a) 

Elements of the 
SLIM 
Framework 

Associated activities of the elements 
of the SLIM Framework 

Activities conducted at Site B 

Context Appreciate past causes of current 
understanding and practices 

In AR, reviewed Community-based Stewardship Development Plan 
In AR and SI, reflected on starting conditions and consequences of past governance 
practices 

Institutions and 
policies 

Develop conducive policies Conducive policies were identified in preparation for the Systemic Inquiry.   

Develop conducive institutions The Systemic Inquiry as a social learning forum involving stakeholders from multiple 
levels of governance 
Five areas of governance were co-designed involving new institutional arrangements 

Stakeholding Identify stakeholders A stakeholders analysis was undertaken in preparation for the Systemic Inquiry 
Stakeholder analyses were undertaken in each of the five co-inquiry groups relative to the 
improvements in governance each group designed 

Build stakeholding through joint 
responsibility 

Stakeholding through joint responsibility was built through the SI and the improvements in 
governance  

Facilitation Identify facilitation needs Facilitation needs for the Systemic Inquiry were identified – three people operated as a 
facilitation team for the Systemic Inquiry 

Provide necessary facilitation Facilitation needs were provided 

Epistemological 
constraints 

Co-produce knowledge in action Learning and knowing were co-produced through the AR and SI.   

Jointly produce what constitutes an 
improvement 

Jointly designed submission to the Biodiversity Fund and the five improvements in 
governance, which were carried through and have persisted through a state-wide SI  
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Chapter 6 – Facilitating co-inquiry into governance 
 

Introduction 

In this chapter I present an account of my research practice as it emerged 

through reflection and analysis of the dynamic between my research practice and 

the events and outcomes of each site of inquiry.  In reflecting on my experiences 

now, I draw on my reflections written concurrently with the activities and events 

described in this thesis, and on quotes from participants.  In analysing these data 

I apply a framework of the four metaphors described by McClintock et al. (2003, 

p717) as relevant to undertaking research with people.  

The four metaphors are research-as-action; research-as-narrative; 

research-as-facilitation and; research-as-responsible.  I found these metaphors, 

and the way the authors segue from one to the next in this paper, resonated 

strongly with my experience and helped me make sense of the evolution of the 

research and my practice.  The metaphors were chosen by the authors to discuss 

what is entailed in researching with people, some relevant roles and the position 

of the researcher in reflective practice.  I apply the four metaphors in a similar 

way in this chapter, as I reflect on and analyse my evolving research practice and 

how it connected with what occurred at each site of inquiry.   

    I was attracted to action research as a method of facilitated research with 

people for reasons aptly described by McTaggart (1992, p. 169) “… it has been  

demonstrated time and time again that the application of other’s research in new 

social, cultural and economic contexts is unlikely to work. People must conduct 

substantive research on the practices which affect their lives in their 

contexts”(McTaggart, 1998).  I also knew that I had to make a shift in my practice 

from facilitator/practitioner of CBNRM to researcher/facilitator of transitions in 
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governance.  Just how much of a shift this would require of me was of course 

unknown, though I had been advised by many people that undertaking a PhD 

would be significantly life changing.  It certainly was for me and I am so glad I 

undertook this work as my practice has been substantively improved as a result. 

  

My Starting Conditions 

Contemplation and immersion  

In the first three months of embarking on this PhD I had to continually pinch 

myself to check it was real, that I had been granted the opportunity to sit and 

read and immerse myself in the literature of my chosen research area.  After 15 

years as a facilitator of NRM in the Landcare sector, where I was under constant 

pressure to meet project and reporting deadlines, I could hardly believe that my 

sole responsibility in this early stage was to dive deep into the literature; to follow 

various topical pathways and contemplate research opportunities revealed by 

connections between my lived experience and the experiences of others.   

I make a distinction here between contemplating and reflecting: 

contemplation, for me, was a practice of pondering big ideas or questions with no 

compulsion of arriving at an answer, simply exploring and considering like an 

internal dialogic conversation (Sennett, 2012).  Reflecting in action research is a 

more purposeful pursuit of thinking about a possible or actual course of action, 

exploring the consequences and meaning of any outcomes and what might be the 

next best response (McClintock, et al., 2003).   

 My supervisors were wonderfully supportive in co-contemplating many 

ideas before working with me to whittle the focus of this research to a 

manageable set of concepts, and a starting point from where to launch my 

inquiry. The big ideas that surfaced from my contemplation are described as 

follows: Appreciating the history of a situation is important before contemplating 

change, e.g. What were the significant, historical influences (paradigms, trends 

and worldviews) on current NRM practice and what has led us to this point, as 

with the practice of Acknowledging history in social learning settings described 

in the SLIM heuristic (SLIM, 2004e). 
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• Understanding the intentions and assumptions behind different 

approaches to NRM helps a researcher make sense of the impact of each 

approach, e.g. adaptive governance, science-based decision making and 

market-based mechanisms.  What worldview do they reflect and what 

impact are they hoping to have? 

• Change can be specified as a transition from current to desired conditions, 

constrained or enabled by various practices and institutional 

arrangements.  Reflecting on constraining and enabling forces generates 

starting points for research. 

• Social learning encompasses a participatory and adaptive approach for 

involving multiple stakeholders with diverse world views in collectively 

learning, reflecting and then designing and enabling improvements in 

their shared situation.   

 

I took these big ideas into the early research sessions with each site of 

inquiry and continued to explore the implications of these perspectives 

throughout the research.  From the beginning I felt that understanding and 

acknowledging the history in any situation provided a foundation from which to 

create change.    Reviewing the history of a situation provides opportunities for 

deepening understanding of influential world views and practices or 

arrangements that have worked or not worked and why, generating critical 

questions for learning in adaptive managing and governing situations.  Most 

importantly, creating change from a shared understanding of starting points can 

mitigate the resistance people frequently have to change, a reaction to the habits 

of mind described in Chapter 3.   

But how might multiple stakeholders develop a shared understanding of 

their history before embarking on a process of improvement?  I was attracted to 

social learning as the approach and action research as the facilitated process for 

enabling the transition from hybrid to adaptive governing.  At this point my 

contemplation shifted to who might hold a compatible world view and be 

interested in embarking with me on such an enterprise. 
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In a serendipitous moment I met a Board member of the PPWCMA in the 

supermarket who I knew.  I gave her an enthusiastic appraisal of where I was at in 

my PhD.  Her response was equally enthusiastic and she spontaneously asked me 

to talk with Board and staff members of what became Inquiry Site A about 

options for undertaking my research with them.  Supervisor Allan and I met with 

staff members of Site A to explore in further detail the scope of the research, and 

proceeded onto negotiate a research agreement.  I approached Site B to explore 

opportunities for co-researching in their setting based on previous work with 

them (Mackay & Colliver, 2011).  The description of the research process from this 

point was given in Chapter 3 Methodology, Chapter 4 Facilitating collaboration 

and Chapter 5 Contesting governance proactively.   What is discussed below are 

the insights developed as I facilitated researching with people at each site of 

inquiry.  

The co-evolution of my research practice  

Extending on my commitment to a Communities of Practice approach, my 

intention was to create a research practice that actively assisted my co-inquirers 

to re-design NRM governance practices that enabled their aspirations for 

adaptive co-governance.   I intended, as Reason (1998, p 5) puts it “….to build a 

form of inquiry which grows from experience toward effective action, indeed 

transformation, of our worlds”.  This intention started consciously, though more 

from intuition and experience rather than deep appreciation of the supporting 

theories. , My research facilitation evolved into explicit, reflexive praxis through 

my time with both Sites of Inquiry (Reason, 2000).  I took several practices into 

the research that evolved through their application and led to new practices 

developing.  The practices I began with were: 

Facilitating peer learning  

Writing a reflective journal  

Purposive facilitation 
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Facilitating peer learning 

I worked as a facilitator for 15 years with Landcare groups and networks in 

Victoria, Australia.  I undertook short course training in facilitation, but most of 

my learning about facilitation was on the job working with Landcare and Farmer 

Discussion groups.  My facilitation practice evolved over this time to include 

facilitation of conversations, co-ordinator of events, creating learning 

opportunities and matching expertise to farmer interests, gatherer of 

information/research and collecting and reflecting on feedback to improve my 

practice and the experiences of others involved.   

My facilitation practice when I began was in the style of agricultural 

extension but shifted to enabler of peer learning.  Farmer responses and feedback 

to the extension style led me to making this shift; second and third generation 

farmers did not want a university graduate telling them about new grazing 

practices that were better than their old ones.  I learnt quickly how to ask farmers 

what interested them most to learn about and how they would like to learn.  I 

talked one-on-one, conducted surveys and asked for feedback from all the groups 

I facilitated and I used this information to design sustainable agricultural 

programs that were farmer-led, centred on peer learning and had access to 

people with technical or scientific expertise on the topics the farmers chose.   

The two programs I designed and facilitated were independently 

evaluated; Solutions at the Source (S@S) (Sharpley, 2008) and Western Port 

Targeted Land Stewardship (WPLS) (Colliver & Wright, 2013).  In the evaluation 

of the S@S program I learnt of Communities of Practices and applied the focus on 

practice in the WPLS program.  I took this style of facilitation and a focus on 

improving practices through peer learning into my PhD research. 

Writing a reflective journal 

I wrote a reflective journal throughout my PhD and applied a technique of critical 

reflection (Dick, 2012) during the time I was facilitating AR and the Systemic 

Inquiry.  This technique is designed to reveal expectations, assumptions and help 

in assessing the effectiveness of responses or actions taken.  I found it to be a 

great technique for assessing the congruence of my espoused theories and 
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theories-in-use and supportive of the next practice, Purposive facilitation.  I drew 

on sections of my critical reflections in Chapter 4 as I analysed some of the 

assumptions and constraints at play at Site A.  A full critical reflection is included 

in Appendix 4. 

Purposive facilitation 

I also brought into the research a practice of mindfully creating a purpose for 

each research session.  I began developing this practice whilst with Landcare and 

had applied this practice in creating the Western Port Stewardship Program as a 

way of mindfully creating purposeful action and evaluating the outcomes of 

actions against the purpose.  This practice had its origins in my desire to create 

congruence between my thoughts, my practices and actions taken and to review 

and improve them in light of each.  As such, it is a second-order practice.  

This practice helped me focus and decide on the purpose for interviews or 

AR sessions during preparation for each session.    For example the purpose for 

the first semi-structured interview with Site A was threefold: 1. Create a shared 

perspective of what had led to the decision to create an adaptive RCS and co-

governance alliance – akin to appreciating history in the SLIM heuristic; 2.  

Benchmark at this point our thoughts on adaptive governance, what it could 

achieve and how it would be different as part of describing the starting 

conditions; 3. Introduce an engaging and challenging style of facilitation that was 

conducive to action research, not passive or observational. 

The first session with Site B was also a semi-structured interview and was 

again multi-purposive: 1. Review the work done together during the Landcare 

Stewardship Replication Trial (Mackay & Colliver, 2011) to identify elements of 

this work which they wished to further explore; and 2. Ascertain the likely value 

from undertaking co-research into Landcare Stewardship as an innovation in 

NRM governance.  The third was the same as for Site A: introduce a style of 

facilitation conducive to action research.  Over the course of the research this 

practice shifted to a co-design of purpose and agenda items with participants at 

each Site.  At the end of each session we would summarise where we had landed, 

what was left unresolved and what needed carrying into the next session.   This 
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was agreed at the time, written into the notes that were shared within a week of 

the session and reiterated in the next session agenda.  The starting point for each 

session was confirmation or adaption of the purpose and agenda items.   

I now describe in more detail and analyse my practices employed for 

researching with people that evolved during the research from these initial 

practices, using a framework of the four metaphors described by McClintock et 

al. (2003). The practices that evolved were: 

Developing co-researching relationships  

Creating a narrative that is coherent with ontological and epistemological stances  

Facilitating co-research 

Developing co-researching relationships  

The research-as-action metaphor, described by McClintock et al., (2003) “By 

involvement in research, we do not conduct research then act on it. A researcher 

is an actor in the research, and will act according to his or her prejudices” is 

particularly pertinent to my worldview and practice.  In developing a co-

researching relationship with participants at each Site, I began by adapting the 

practice of creating a purpose for each session to co-creating a purpose with my 

co-inquirers.  We negotiated a purpose and agenda for each session and reviewed 

action since the previous session before adapting goals and activities based on 

emergent understandings.   I shifted my research agenda, within the scope of my 

initial interests, to make use of the actual opportunities within the situations as 

they developed. I cultivated a co-researching relationship, and negotiated the fit 

between research focus and research opportunities as these developed.  AR 

sessions with both Sites were robust conversations diving deeply into the 

constraints and enablers of their transition to adaptive co-governance.   

Facilitator: So, just to clarify, the main aim of today is to get very clear about 

what you are looking for as an outcome or outcomes from your 

[RCS] presentations at the current [Cluster] meetings?   
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Despite co-creating a purpose for AR sessions and employing the usual 

cycles of reflecting, planning and taking action, each session with Site A felt like 

an independent conversation about related issues. Contrasting this with Site B, 

each session felt like an episode in an ongoing inquiry.  With Site A I experienced 

surprise at the beginning of many sessions at how far members had shifted their 

focus and activity from where we had landed at the end of the previous session.  

In many cases they could not easily recall what agreements for action we had 

arrived at in the previous session because the shift had been so great and they 

hadn’t looked back on the notes and agreed actions.  So, we would spend time 

recapping, refocussing and in the process explaining what caused the shift in 

focus.   Whilst this often pinpointed and confirmed again the constraints and 

enablers on the transition they were seeking, I felt it was also reflective of their 

view that though I was facilitating their sessions I was not a co-researcher, but a 

researcher observing their journey and offering facilitation services in return for 

the data their situation yielded.  I wrote the following in a critical reflection in 

October 2012, five months into our action research commencing. 

The commitment of the participating teams from [this site] to my research 

appears to be weak at the moment.  Consequently, my confidence in the 

research relationship with them is feeling very fragile.  I am unsure as to 

whether my personality is contributing to the situation or whether it is 

symptomatic of the busyness of the teams or their lack of consciousness 

relating to my research and how it fits with what they are doing.  I think it is 

likely to be mostly the last point. 

I am grappling with my role in at this site, in particular how to facilitate 

discussion that is helpful and meaningful in this situation.  I am unclear 

about how much or little input I can have in the situation and even whether 

the situation will become a valuable case study.   

My initial response was to introduce the ORID focussed conversation 

technique to create rigour in the AR sessions and with that consistency I was 

hoping for a stronger experience of co-researching to emerge.  I described the 

introduction and outcome of the ORID technique in Chapter 4, p. 45.  Whilst the 
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ORID technique helped create focus within the sessions it did not mitigate the 

shifts in focus between sessions.  There were several influences at play here, 

including the focus and pressure of producing RCS3, also described in Chapter 4, 

p. 54, and a co-worker who did not participate in the AR sessions.  These shifts 

occurred because of re-evaluation and planning that occurred independently of 

the work we were doing within AR sessions.   I reflected on the influence of this 

co-worker at the time: 

I feel my role in working with [Site A] to work out how to facilitate social 

learning in the Alliance could be more difficult than I hoped.  My evidence is 

mainly drawn from seeing how complicated the process of negotiation 

between [co-worker] and the team has been over defining and initiating the 

Alliance and how dominated [their] perspective is by agency mentality and 

how adamant [they] are over the way [they] want things done.  I see that 

[they] are a risk to any process that we develop as [they] have a habit of 

changing decisions after they have been well deliberated by the team [in the 

AR sessions].   

Under these influences, participants did not have consistent and beneficial 

enough experiences of finding understanding through co-inquiring leading to 

new actions and better outcomes, i.e. joint reflection, re-thinking action, 

applying that action and returning for more reflecting.  The double-loop learning 

approach I was attempting to facilitate was, in the first instance, disrupted by the 

co-worker who sat outside the AR.  This then also constrained members of Site A 

from applying co-inquiry and social learning within the Cluster groups or any 

other forum for more than a couple of workshops.  The benefits of reflective 

practice and social learning were therefore not realised at this site during our 

time together.   

Some members of Site A expressed uncertainty of my role and 

involvement in the research, which I believe indicates that members of Site A 

never fully appreciated our capacity to be co-inquirers in an action research 

setting.  The following passage illustrates the unresolved differences around our 

respective expectations of me as researcher and contributor to group inquiry.   
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SA/1: I'm always curious about the balance between your parallel project 

as an observation of how we're progressing, and an intervention in 

how we're progressing. It's certainly not clear and I'm not 

necessarily sure it matters, but I'm interested in it. 

Facilitator: The whole crux of action research is about change and social 

change usually. And so I guess I chose action research because it 

allows, as you progress through whatever you're doing, with our 

reflection sessions and all the rest of it, to build understanding and 

embed that understanding as you go, which is the whole adaptive 

management/governance principle. 

SA/1: And the extent to which we can learn new ideas of information or 

methods from working with you and the extent to which they 

influence how we proceed can be quite subliminal. 

Facilitator: Subliminal? I hope they're not subliminal. 

SA/1:  I don’t know. I think inevitably sometimes, they will be. 

Facilitator: Well I guess so…… the two things I intend to do is to present 

information to you that I think is relevant to the issues you're 

trying to deal with, that might broaden your perspective or 

understanding of what's happening, and therefore give you 

alternate options of the choices you might make in response. And 

also, to challenge you in your thinking and assumptions, where I 

see what you're doing or where your ideas are coming from are still 

sitting in that old paradigm of top down approaches of government 

dictating and determining what happens. So because I know you're 

interested in collaboration and you're looking for new and 

improved ways of working with the constituents across your region, 

I feel that it's okay to challenge you where I see that what you're 

doing is not leading to collaborative outcomes. 

This uncertainty of me as a co-inquirer relates to what McClintock et al. 

(2003, pp. 3) describe as the two divides between doing and using research.  The 

two divides are “…between researchers doing the research and people who might 
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use or implement it” and “between people who do the research and other people 

involved in the research: researcher and research subjects”.   

The first divide is classically illustrated by those who propose they do 

research on people or subjects that are researched with the results then applied 

by those beyond the research environment. There is a separation in time and 

experience between the researcher and those using the research.  This type of 

research has an epistemology of knowledge transfer and provides no opportunity 

for co-inquiry and learning within the research by those using the research.    

This is the approach in the Transfer of Technology model commonly seen in 

NRM and agricultural extension and which I described earlier on pp 4 and 34 

(Ison & Russell, 2000; McClintock et al., 2003).   

The second divide between people who do research and those involved in 

the research persisted at Site A despite my attempts to develop co-researching 

relationships and practices.  In cases where the people involved in the research 

are also the users, the two divides can merge.  I believe this was the case with Site 

A.  The belief that my research was observational combined with a lack of 

acceptance of me as co-inquirer at Site A indicated poor awareness of research-

as-action and what this approach offers.  The proposition by Wadsworth (2011, p. 

47) that AR ought to dissolve the distinction between doing and using research 

was what I had aimed for: 

“Action research is not research followed by hoped-for action! It is action 

that is researched and changed and re-researched.  That is, action 

research…….is an active set of consecutive cycles of action, observation, 

reflection, consideration of better ways of proceeding followed by putting 

them into action, followed by further observation and reflection, and so 

on.” 

 What then was constraining Site A from embracing this type of research 

and what more could I have done in developing my co-researching relationships 

with them?  I did describe action research, how it would operate in this situation 

and what it’s focus would be in the Research Agreement in several parts of the 

document, for example under:  
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What is being researched? 

The researcher, Moragh Mackay, will work closely with the PPWCMA as it 

leads and facilitates this new approach [co-governance and adaptive 

management] to integrated catchment management (ICM) and 

governance. The research will specifically explore how social learning 

contributes to participants’ ability to identify and negotiate contentious 

issues, develop shared understanding, plan and take action and review 

outcomes in the context of effecting desirable change through the Alliance 

and the RCS. 

It goes on to say: 

Rather than following separated stages of development and 

implementation, the evolution of the Alliance and the RCS will be an 

ongoing process of planning, acting and reviewing throughout the life of 

the RCS.   

 And further to this, a response to this question: 

Will participants share ownership of any research results?  

Data generated through the action research sessions will be incorporated 

into the RCS and the Alliance as they develop.  This is the inevitable 

nature of action research and the contribution it can make through cycles 

of continual improvement.   

The evolution of the research as recorded in the Research Agreement did 

not occur as I anticipated.  That is, it was hoped that AR would primarily 

contribute to the evolution of the Alliance by firstly engaging Site A participants 

in co-designing social learning with RCS3 partners, then continually reflecting on 

and re-designing these social learning forums.  In the time I had with Site A they 

were mainly focussed on creating the RCS3.  The Alliance did not effectively take 

shape during this time, continuing to be challenging forums to convene and 

facilitate for Site A.  Elements of social learning were enacted with the Cluster 

groups, however we barely touched Alliance co-designing in these forums as 
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completion of RCS3 dominated their focus.  This was understood as important 

alliance building activity but it was centred on design of the strategy and 

incidental alliance building rather than alliance co-design in its own right. And so 

the benefits of co-researching relationships between Site A members and me, and 

between Site A members and Cluster groups or other RCS3 partners were not 

deep enough experiences to spark their enthusiasm for more. 

As covered in Chapter 4, some systems practices were employed to resolve 

issues within Site A that were felt to be constraining their progression to co-

designing the Alliance with the Leaders Group.  However, these differences 

remained unresolved, namely who was in the Alliance and who was not.   

Combined with a slower than hoped for sign up rate of partners committing to 

the RCS3 this meant that the Alliance continued to be a vision rather than an 

outcome during the doctoral research period. 

I perceived Site A’s response at the time to be poor understanding and/or 

appreciation of action research and what I had tried to set-up through the 

Research Agreement.  One example of how I strived to engage participants in 

conversations about the nature of action research and specifically the research I 

believed we had collectively made commitments to was a critical reflection which 

is included in Appendix 4.  What I set out to achieve in a meeting of the RCS Sub-

committee and reflections on what I felt I did achieve is recorded in this 

document.,  That is, the belief that I did gain a conscious commitment to me 

facilitating action research particularly clarifying the role of action research in 

development of the RCS3 and the Alliance.  In my pre-reflection I articulated my 

purpose for the session as:  

  Gaining endorsement to proceed with the research from the RCS Sub-

committee by: 

- Communicating effectively the aims and purpose of the research 

- Conveying the context and important issues raised in the literature 

- Explaining effectively what I think I can contribute to the RCS and 

Alliance processes 
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- Seeking endorsement of the research and its place in the development of 

the RCS and the Alliance 

In the meeting I outlined what was in the Research Agreement and covered 

several of the main points from the literature which I felt were relevant, e.g. 

constraints on cross-scale governance, benefits of adaptive co-governance, social 

learning and the potential for co-designing new forms of governance. I went on 

to elaborate on my aims for this session: 

“I think it is very important that the sub-committee fully understand the 

purpose, context and potential contribution of the research so that they 

are comfortable to proceed, they will then support it, get involved and 

advocate on its behalf, their expectations will be reasonably well aligned 

with mine to start with and at the very least we establish an open and 

honest rapport to begin with so hopefully we all feel comfortable to raise 

any contentious issues down the track”. 

“Evidence for this comes from the misunderstandings that I have seen 

arise between researchers and their clients, often too late to do anything 

about them.  Mainly due to differing expectations because not enough 

time was taken to establish agreement and little trust was established so 

the issues could not be resolved without the feeling of tension 

dominating”.   

And after the event I concluded that: 

“The outcomes were all very much in-line with what I was seeking and 

their enthusiastic responses were a delight and inspired me in turn”. 

“Essentially, I desired their endorsement and supportive feedback of the 

research based on a clear understanding of what I was proposing and their 

commitment to being involved”. 

Understanding my research practice as participating in the research is 

consistent with my epistemology and ontology, i.e. constructivist and relativist.  

It therefore follows that I would be acting in the research situation, in response to 

the dynamics between people, context and issues arising.  My intention was 
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always to assist with generating research outcomes that were beneficial in the 

moment, not at some point when the results were in and the thesis published.  In 

discussing the relationship between researcher and the people involved, 

McClintock et al. (2003, p. 4) state “All those involved become researchers, as 

they reflect on their actions and enter into AR cycles of planning-acting-

observing-reflecting, and hence all people act……… From this, research-as-action 

includes everyone involved in the research. ‘Co-researchers’ can become a label 

for all those involved in the research”.  Members of Site A and I did not 

experience our time together like this.  There were moments of emergence, for 

example coming to understand the cluster forums as self-selecting social learning 

forums.  However, these moments did not support a momentum of co-

researching progressing into the reflexive praxis of systemic inquiry.    

I felt the structure of AR, the cycles of observing, reflecting, planning and 

acting we were engaged in were holding us in a dialogical exchange that rarely 

progressed to clear pathways of agreed action.  I had hoped that the systemic 

inquiry, with its mediating objects would engage people at Site A more effectively 

in inquiring into why things stay the way they are and what pathways or 

opportunities exist to do things differently.  I proposed application of a systemic 

inquiry with Alliance partners to involve them in co-designing the collaborative 

governance arrangements that had eluded Site A to this point.  They declined this 

offer and returned their focus to completing RCS3.  The following interaction 

illustrates this. 

Facilitator: …what I hope I'm not doing is laying on you any expectation that 

you will pick up my ideas without question and take them on-

board, which I have faith that you as individuals would not do. 

SA/3: No, we just go off and say, "Well that was interesting, but we'll just 

go back. Where were we?" 

 

Though this was said in jest it was what happened much of the time.  Site 

A members rarely applied the learning or the actions we developed during our 

research sessions. Sessions between Site A members and potential RCS3 partners 

were mostly characterised by a request for feedback on pre-evaluated information 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 179 
 

rather than opportunities for co-inquiring and co-designing RCS3 and the 

Alliance.  The pre-understanding at Site A of action research and experiences of 

the emergent benefits were not strong, and did not lead to creation of co-

researching relationships.  The dominant discourse in NRM of researching on 

and the Technology of Transfer paradigm were the main constraints, coupled 

with the pressures of creating an RCS to meet legislative obligations.    

In hindsight, more time and focus on exploring the research approach and 

my relationship with Site A was warranted, for this outcome reveals just how 

difficult it was to establish action research and social learning practices in an 

uncertain and changing organisational context.   People in Site A were conscious 

of creating conditions whereby their partners would embrace collaboration, but 

there was insufficient commitment to and time spent in social learning settings 

to yield emergent benefits of this way of working.  This was the difference 

between Site A and Site B, where the emergent learning and benefits from 

collaboration had been experienced and therefore stimulated the enthusiasm and 

supported the ability to be in a co-researching relationship with others.   

In contrast to Site A, Site B members and I did experience a co-researching 

relationship.  Site B, I believe, embraced me as a co-inquirer and actively engaged 

with me in the exploration and analysis of the issues they wished to better 

understand and improve, where emergence arose from our collective actions and 

provided motivation to contest the dominant governance approaches with which 

they were dissatisfied.  We co-designed a way of collecting data with and 

involving people in the development of a Land Management Scorecard that 

reflected their epistemology and methods of engaging people in their community 

in creating new tools like this;  we co-constructed a Stewardship proposal that 

was submitted to the Australian Government Biodiversity Fund that embodied 

their governance style, their preferred project management approach and their 

way of enabling peer learning; and we trialled the early stages of systemic inquiry 

and initiated a full systemic inquiry into NRM governance that engaged over 50 

local stakeholders.  
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I believe these actions were possible because they had in their starting 

conditions epistemological and ontological commitment to learning by doing and 

involving people in the situation in co-designing concerted action (Ison, 2010).  

This was generated and/or reinforced through their experiences of operating 

within social learning forums, such as CBNRM groups and through their ability to 

engage in dialectic and dialogic exchanges; to sometimes explore and 

accommodate diverse views and sometimes purposively arrive at agreement on 

action.   

Creating a narrative that is coherent with ontological and epistemological 

stances  

AR is not just about exploring and understanding but changing and improving in 

response to this learning.  In the process of finding out and making sense in a 

situation, a narrative is generated that gives coherence to the process of 

reflecting, planning, acting and reviewing (McClintock et al., 2003).  The 

narrative changes as meaning is explored, and learning is put into action, 

reviewed and improved. 

Participants and I co-created a narrative through the process of co-

researching, involving several methods such as written notes from AR sessions, 

summarised research findings, a conference paper and presentation and systemic 

inquiry methods.  I produced many sets of notes from AR sessions and several 

summaries of what emerged from the research as did several of the participants 

at both Sites.  I wrote notes on whiteboards or butchers paper where participants 

could see and comment on what I had written. These notes were often changed 

within AR sessions through dialectic exchange.  I drafted more complete versions 

of the notes after each session and circulated these to all participants, who 

sometimes gave me further feedback.    Notes were used most frequently as 

starting points for each subsequent AR session within each of the sites.  I also 

drew on these notes for the summary findings that I presented to each site part 

way through and at the conclusion of the field work and for the paper I presented 

at the UK Systems & Society Conference.  I integrated feedback on the summary 

findings and on the draft conference paper and presentation.  The narratives of 
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each site were therefore co-generated, within and around the AR and later 

through various systems practices.   

Another important source of themes and ideas that informed the narrative 

of each site was the rich pictures drawn by participants.  I now present and 

analyse some of these rich pictures and contrast the themes, epistemologies and 

ontologies because they illuminate the narratives of each Site.   This in turn helps 

to explain why Site B went through a full systemic inquiry whereas Site A barely 

put their toe in the water.    

Rich pictures offered pictorial narratives and generated abundant themes 

and metaphors representative of participants’ experiences of NRM and indicative 

of their ontologies and epistemologies. They provided a way for people to enter 

their experience of self in a social context and enabled them to talk from their 

experience, rather than only speak about their experience. 

 In February 2013, members of Site A drew a rich picture as a way of 

exploring constraints on the development of the Alliance (Figure 6.2).  The team 

drew the picture collectively, discussing ideas and themes as they went. The 

themes drawn from the picture by members during discussion included “One big 

idea”, “Heading in the same direction”, “Resistance” and “Strategy driving action”. 

Whilst these themes are commonly found in the NRM field the ways in which 

they are represented in the picture, I found quite shocking.  It appears as though 

giant magnets are driving passive people into a tunnel where they are forced to 

move towards the light (‘the big idea’).  Whilst this is not the explicit narrative 

members of Site A generated during AR sessions, the views and feelings 

underlying this picture and these themes appear to be aligned with the paradigm 

of Transfer of Technology; people in authority have expert knowledge and 

advanced technologies and can impart these onto receiving participants who it is 

assumed will benefit from this knowledge and then everyone will be ‘on the same 

page’ and ‘moving in the same direction’ (Ison & Russell, 2000).   
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Figure 6.1 Rich picture drawn collectively by members of Site A 

This contrasts with the epistemological view in social learning literature 

that understands knowledge as created in the dynamic of relationships, a 

situation, ideas and experience and, a constructivist ontology of participants in a 

situation bringing their perspectives to co-creating that situation and from both 

these stances, co-designing desired improvements.  The narrative of social 

learning is one of enabling participants to be understood and appreciated and 

empowered to make their unique contribution contrasted with the narrative of 

this picture where participants are being herded towards the light, driven by 

magnetic force. 

This picture was drawn at a time when they were experiencing great 

frustration at how much time and effort was required in enthusing and engaging 

people in the development of RCS3.  This response was a reversion to old habits 

of top-down governance under pressure of having to produce RCS3 and prove 

that a co-governance alliance was a beneficial new way of doing NRM.  The rich 

picture session was prompted by this feeling of frustration and no ‘easy way 

forward’ through the complexity of involving 52 organisations in a co-governance 
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alliance.  Unfortunately reflection on this picture prompted only a small 

adjustment in thinking about how they were working with partners at this site.    

Rich pictures as a method aligns well with the metaphor of ‘research-as-

narrative: finding out and proposing different metaphors’ described by 

McClintock et al. (2003) who say that “research works by describing, exploring 

and changing the metaphors used in a process of finding out during research” (p. 

719). This picture represents a desire for a simple, controlled and linear solution 

to this complex situation and in the drawing of it Site A members were 

confronted by what it revealed about their latent thoughts and feelings.  For me it 

revealed the value of rich pictures for revealing assumptions, thoughts and 

feelings, that may be contributing implicitly to a narrative, but through the 

process of finding out, assumptions and paradigms can be contested and the 

narrative changed.  

The narrative was different in the next rich pictures session with Site A in 

May 2013. Figure 6.3 was drawn by a participant when we were diving deeper into 

why the formation of the Alliance was so constrained.    People are shown in 

different groupings in different situations and collecting around different 

environmental themes, e.g. wildlife, pest plants and animals, trees and each with 

their own strategy in hand.  This picture revealed an ontological view that people 

are connected to and motivated by different issues and create their own 

strategies for dealing with them.  It illustrates a similar ontology to Figure 4.8  

which was drawn at the same session (p. 107). The metaphors of this picture are 

closer to the narrative that was consistenly expressed through AR sessions, one of 

‘Building alliance by working together on common issues through conversations, 

to strengthen relationships and generate strategy from partners strategies’.  The 

ontology of the themes in this picture are relativist and constructivist but what it 

does not get to is an epistemological awareness of why this world view is an 

effectiveway to approach NRM, i.e. bringing people and their perspectives 

together to learn and create how to do adaptive co-governance in their own 

situation.   
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Figure 6.2 Rich picture drawn by a member of Site A 

This narrative and ontological stance were consistent through the time we 

spent together, whereas, I failed to surface an epistemology that underpinned 

their collaborative governance stance.  I did on several occasions attempt to dive 

deeper into the epistemology behind their narrative of ‘Working together is 

better than working alone’ without successfully revealing Site A members 

thoughts on knowledge creation and knowing or why their narrative of 

collaboration would lead to better ways of partners learning, knowing and 

ultimately acting. One-off opportunities for building alliance through common 

understanding did happen, though the outcomes of stronger relationships and 

greater trust fitted more closely with the Taking time for relationship practice 

rather than Creating a learning culture.  Consistent and ongoing opportunities for 

co-learning and co-creating alliance amongst RCS3 partners that may have led to 

co-creating the Alliance did not happen.  

They did describe collaboration as a way of increasing buy-in, but this was 

about improving ownership of the targets in a joint strategy which they assumed 

would lead on to improvements in actions and therefore landscape integrity – 
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their goal for RCS3.  However, the opportunities for partners to collectively learn 

their way into the new way of doing strategy and co-designing the alliance were 

limited to creating targets for the strategy.  Site A members  ontological stance 

was not supported by a commitment to an epistemology of knowing through 

acting and learning together and what that can bring to collective action. 

 The richness and the themes generated in rich pictures were starkly 

different between Sites A and B and the narrative of Site B was more coherent 

with their ontological and epistemological stances.  Participants in the CBNRM 

groups had a strong focus on learning together and long history of learning 

through action.  This way of operating was their method and philosophy and as 

such their epistemology and ontology were strongly aligned with AR and social 

learning.   In the rich pictures below, images of individuals and groups are 

bounded but interconnected.  The systemic awareness displayed in these images 

was strong, just as it was in the narrative they expressed through-out the AR and 

SI sessions.   

In figure 6.4 the metaphor was NRM-as-a-solar-system. CBNRM actors are 

on one planet, the CMA on another, uninvolved landholders are on the moon, 

government is the Sun, Research & development a shooting star and rural 

industry groups a satellite whilst associated but different actors such as Health 

and Community development are hovering in the clouds.  This rich picture has 

elements of a systems map, in that the whole system is made up of sub-systems.  

Immediate connections are noticeable amongst CBNRM actors on the planet, 

whilst connections and proximity between others varies.  The levels of focus of 

this participant were illustrated at CBNRM network or landscape level interacting 

between local and regional to state levels. 

In the next picture the illustrator drew themselves in a smaller but still 

bounded system that shows connected elements of their farm – soil life, birds, 

livestock, pasture, trees – and elements of farming - relationships with family and 

agents – and the activity – learning (Figure 6.5). This picture illustrates  the sub-

sytems that support the larger system of regenerating soil and life on this farm. 
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This person had not drawn a rich picture or a systems map before but had an 

inherently systemic view. 

These systemic metaphors were coherent with the narrative of Site B 

members and their epistemological and ontological stances (Chapter 5). This 

consistency made it easy for me to understand their world views and work with 

them in pursuit of their aspirations for change and how they wished to achieve 

that change – through engaging partners in collaborative action to learn and 

improve together.  In seeking this improvement, Site B acted on their 

epistemology to go deeper into analysis of their situation and co-design 

governance innovations with others in the system through systemic co-inquiry.   

Figure 6.3 A rich picture drawn by a member of Site B illustrating the 
metaphor NRM as a solar system 
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Figure 6.4 A rich picture drawn by a member of Site B illustrating a 
systemic view of themselves and key elements of their farming system 

A lack of coherence between the narrative and practice of Site A made 

research with them a challenge which felt amplified by the coherence of the 

narrative and practice of Site B.  I was aware of the lack of epistemological 

awareness in Site A, and without regular and consistent reflexive praxis the gap 

between their  rhetoric and practice continued to constrain formation of the 

Alliance.   I was unable to engage Site A in a systemic inquiry process whereby we 

may have surfaced the co-researching and co-designing relationships I had aimed 

for.  Reflecting on the next practice, facilitating co-research, provides some 

further insights into why this may have occurred. 

Facilitating co-research 

This practice is the facilitation of research that enables participants to explore 

together a shared situation and relates to the metaphor research-as-facilitation.  

In the case of AR this involves facilitating groups of people exploring, learning 

and changing their situation through reflecting, planning, acting and further 

reflecting (McClintock et al.; 2003).  Learning through facilitated co-inquiry is 
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experiential, self-directed and connected with where participants are at, i.e. their 

interest and capacity (Ison & Russell, 2000).   Learning in groups  is relational and 

gives rise to emergent understanding of each other within the context and 

complexity of the situation.    The roles of AR researcher-facilitator include 

providing resources, introducing activities and creating the conditions that 

enable self-directed inquiry and change (McClintock et al., 2003).  McClintock et 

al. (2003) describe four functions of research-as-facilitation that strongly 

resemble my experience and, with which, the four sub-practices that I developed 

closely align (Table 6.1).  In enacting the four functions, facilitators actively create 

the conditions and the space for researching with people (McClintock et al., 

2003).  These practices contribute to ‘Crafting enabling conditions’ first presented 

in Figure 3.7 on p60 and again in the discussion about the contribution of this 

research on p. 226. 

Table 6.1 Correlations between McClintock et al. (2003) four functions of 
research-as-facilitation and my practices for facilitating co-research 

Four functions of research-as-

facilitation 

Four sub-practices of my facilitating co-

research that contribute to ‘Crafting 

enabling conditions’ in Figure 3.7  

Initiating the research, except where a 

facilitator is invited into existing research 

Initiating co-research that connects with 

interests in improving a situation 

Allowing people to anticipate benefits of 

engaging in a joint process of research 

Creating opportunities for anticipating the 

benefits of co-research  

Anticipating desirable experiences and 

exploring how these can be triggered 

Anticipating and initiating experiences 

conducive to co-learning and co-design 

Providing the logistical considerations, 

such as the time and place of any events, 

for the research to take place 

Creating environments that are enabling of 

research 

Initiating co-research that connects with interests in improving a situation 

I have written previously about the initiation of research with each site of inquiry. 

With Site A this was a process of joint initiation, brokered by a Board member 
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who felt there was strong mutual interest between Site A and myself in 

understanding how to create adaptive co-governance (Chapter 4).  With Site B I 

approached them knowing they had interest in creating a Community-based 

Stewardship program and that they had identified challenges to its development 

(UBLN, 2011).  I initiated the AR as an opportunity to realise their interest by 

inquiring into and taking action to address these constraints (Chapter 5).   

In both cases agreement on how the research was to be conducted was 

brokered through the process of developing research agreements (Chapter 2).  I 

also initiated opportunities for co-research within the overall research that 

responded to interests and unresolved governance challenges.  With Site A this 

included the exploration of CBNRM contributions to RCS3 and the Alliance with 

members from LCOT and later issues constraining the Alliance formation 

(Chapter 4).  With Site B this included co-creating a Community-based 

Stewardship Program proposal with managers from the CCMA and Victorian 

Government and subsequently the initiation of the Systemic Inquiry for 

contesting and co-designing improvements in governance (Chapter 5). 

Creating opportunities for anticipating the benefits of co-research  

With Site A our co-research focussed on what constrained or enabled creation 

of RCS3 and the Alliance.  When analysing why some practices enabled whilst 

others constrained we explored the benefits and disbenefits that flowed from 

these practices and in turn experienced the benefits of co-researching.  One 

example was analysing the differences between publishing the Catchment 

Condition Report in the Herald Sun newspaper and working with partners on 

co-creating the action tracking database (Chapter 4).   

Both processes were designed to meet statutory obligations and to 

demonstrate transparency and accountability.  The first lost significant trust of 

partners whilst the other built trust through co-creation of planning and 

reporting practices.   Our joint inquiry into these two processes ocurred in our 

first session and generated a collective appreciation of the benefits of co-

inquiry by leading to identification of and commitment to the first-order 

practices of Taking time for relationships and Facilitating a learning culture. 
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   An example of anticipating the benefits of participating in joint research 

with Site B occurred when I introduced and we trialled the first stages of the 

systemic inquiry.  My intention was for participants of the AR group to test rich 

pictures and talk through the benefits of such a method, and for them to 

contemplate the benefits of a whole systemic inquiry.     Participants were 

unanimous in their hope that an SI process would enable them to contest 

governance arrangements in a proactive and engaging way, involving a multi-

stakeholder group, representative of local, sub-regional and regional NRM 

governance scales, in collectively improving relationships and institutional 

arrangements.   

The following quotes are from several Site B participants, during the AR 

session when we drew rich pictures and when they decided to embark on a full 

systemic inquiry.  The framing of the conversation was to decide on the purpose 

and some measures of success by which to evaluate the SI at some point in the 

prcoess.  During this dialectic exchange participants described some of the 

benefits they were hoping the SI would yield. 

SB/4; And ultimately we’re saying that this [CBNRM] approach to our 

land management, landscape change and society, the things that 

we talk about, it’s biophysical, it’s mitigation of climate change, its 

building  robust and resilient landscapes, and food securities to 

carbon sequestration and then to bring in this holistic perspective 

which is often lost I think in the silo mentality of our governing 

structures that we have in our government systems.  So we need to 

be able to use this as a tool to articulate those sorts of outcomes, 

and trying to take it to a high level of thinking in terms of what is 

our goal with this research, and then with that if we can establish 

that and then that could guide us to developing ……. a more 

adaptive and flexible and socially recognised process. 

SB/12: I’m quite keen to use the results of this research to do a bit of clever 

sort of advocacy I suppose to identify some of these feasible 

interventions that we can do short, medium and long term in order 
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to change and improve the NRM system along the principles we 

outlined of good governance, decentralisation, the Ostrom criteria. 

Anticipating and initiating experiences conducive to co-learning and co-

design 

I facilitated several inquiring conversations with both Sites that explored how to 

trigger interactions with people whom they wished to influence.  At a point in the 

research with Site A when we were reviewing progress with partners signing onto 

RCS3 and how well this was translating into formation of the Alliance, 

participants realised that their revised goal (and extended deadline) of having all 

partners signed on and ready to participate in the co-governance alliance by June 

2014 was unrealistic.  As discussed in Chapter 4 the gap between RCS3 

participation and alliance forming led the team to explore how they might work 

with the existing sub-regional alliances, to build on these known experiences of 

collaborative NRM governance and extend on them through other peer networks.  

Participants identified several networks within the region that were functioning 

as sub-catchment alliances.  

SA/1: We framed this alliance around our paradigm of a region scale 

thing being of value to people. City of Moreland's saying, "we've 

already got the Merri Creek Management Committee, Darebin 

Creek Management Committee. Their alliance is at the scale that 

we need them, so we're doing the collaborative stuff, the 

collaborative planning. That might help us meet your expectations 

of how we can feed into monitoring and evaluation, and so we don’t 

really need your [regional] alliance".  

The planning and actions of this and other networks were not explicitly 

aligned with the RCS and so we explored how Site A members might work with 

these networks to add value to what they did whilst creating connections with 

the RCS and regional alliance.  The anticipated benefits for Site A were that the 

concept and practice of co-governing could be showcased by these existing 

alliances to partners who were unfamiliar with this approach, providing peer-to-

peer opportunities that were possibly more conducive to engaging people in 
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something new.  Additonally working with existing alliances offered a way for 

Site A members to connect with multiple partners more readily, potentially 

taking less time and resources.   

As discussed in Chapte 5, Site B members spent several sessions exploring 

ways of contesting NRM governance arrangements, which they felt were top-

down and un-appreciative of what CBNRM had to offer.  After identifying various 

issues they felt were constraining of collaborative relationships between 

government and community, members turned to the possibility of an SI being an 

experience that could engage multiple stakeholders in co-designing new 

governance arrangements.  Site B members held high hopes for this initiative.  

Along with the benefits they articulated in the formation of a purpose for the 

inquiry, they also discussed specific outcomes they hoped would result from the 

SI.  Site B members hoped the SI would generate useful information and evidence 

that would enable them to tell a stronger, clearer narrative about CBNRM and 

what a process like SI can do for improving governance.  

SB/2: I think to summarise what I thought this [SI] was about, we’re 

talking about oiling the wheels of social engagement to get more 

results for productive and sustainable living, whilst improving our 

own governance. I’m just imagining if I happen to be in a position 

of talking to a senior minister say federally or state about a project 

of this sort in which I’m deeply interested in and which I would like 

to be able to talk to him about, I want to be able to explain to them, 

what we are aiming really to do.  If you say to them, this is really 

about the efficiency of where your budget is going to make a 

difference, and ultimately it will be measurable in terms of 

outcomes and you can talk to treasury people about that and we’ve 

got an army of people on the ground who are working from the 

grassroots up against the realm of the bureaucracy, that becomes 

an interesting story. 

SB/4: ….. the ultimate aim I think is to have a package that we can take to 

cabinet people and ministers to say well we believe that 
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improvements can be made if these ideas are followed or these 

principles are followed.  Our systemic inquiry has shown that if you 

do A,B,C, and D you’re going to get greater engagement in the 

community and within the community, and better landscape 

development and ultimately that’s going to help mitigate climate 

change, it’s going to be good for food security, and it’s going to be 

good for robust and resilient landscapes to sequester carbon and do 

all these big ticket items. 

The research may highlight principles that are going to apply right 

across the board [and] all the tiers of governance. 

SB/12: [principles and] the sort of things that we can do that we know 

would be improving our credibility out there, our ability to have a 

voice and make positive change both in our communities and also 

at these different levels of government. 

SB/2: It can be very exciting whatever level you speak at, that’s the point. 

You can say, look I’m involved in something which is part of 

something much bigger but it also works at the ground level. That 

it’s not just us working at the ground level it’s got implications all 

the way up the chain. 

All these aspirations were responses to the potential of the SI to provide a 

forum where CBNRM members could contest governance in constructive ways 

through meaningful dialogue and collaborative planning and evaluation.  I took 

the opportunity at this stage to emphasise an important aspect of the SI process, 

that it was as much or more about the co-learning and shared understanding that 

are generated and the impact this can have on relationships and lead to new 

practices and arrangements that are conducive to collaboration. 

Facilitator: Yes, you need the evidence but I think strongly coupled with 

gathering the evidence is also the learning and the building 

appreciation in others of what you guys offer.  So it’s not enough 

just to present a body of evidence, what the systemic inquiry 
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process is supposed to involve, is it becomes a collective learning 

and appreciation process as much as gathering and documenting 

the evidence. Does that make sense?  

SB/2:  Yes. 

Engaging multiple stakeholders from different governance levels and from 

government and non-government was an approach  with which these people 

were familiar.  However, having all these stakeholders in the same space with the 

same focus and working with a framework that would help navigate the 

complexity and messiness of NRM was a new prospect. And an exciting one.   

Creating environments that are enabling of research  

Each site of inquiry had nominated a member of their group to liaise with me for 

co-ordinating our research sessions.  With Site A this person was reliable and 

efficient and co-ordinating our sessions was mostly straight forward.  AR sessions 

followed their team meetings on Monday mornings and went for approxiamately 

90 minutes.  We did have a schedule of sessions planned and written into the 

Research Agreement, however we did not follow the schedule as the team were 

frequently busy with RCS3 activities and so sessions were scheduled on an ad hoc 

basis.  Occassionally we opportunistically scheduled extra sessions to include 

debriefs after an event, enabling me to facilitate these debriefing sessions and 

maximise the inquiry element of their reflections and analysis.   

The AR sessions with Site B participants were scheduled to be held 

monthly and dates set for the following session at each meeting.  We held AR 

sessions in various rooms in the Birregurra Community Centre which was 

centrally located to all participants.  The SI workshops were held at the 

Winchelsea Recreation Reserve which was also centrally located.  Both these 

venues had windows looking out onto natural landscapes and views of open sky, 

paddocks, trees and animals. The sessions all included lunch, starting either in 

the morning and finishing at lunch or starting after lunch.  This was a tradition 

for these community participants at their events and having lunch included 

helped with creating space for research in their otherwise full days. 
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In both groups the notes from each AR session were circulated within a 

week of the session and sooner when possible.  In Site B one member also 

produced a set of notes which they circulated independently of me because of 

their interest and enthusiasm.  The liaising person from each site worked with me 

on circulating agendas to participants along with a second copy of notes from the 

previous sessions.   We began with the liaising person circulating the notes and 

sending out the agenda via email.  However, this changed as I felt the need to be 

in direct communication with participants, to create email communications to 

focus their minds on the agenda items and stimulate thinking, sometimes by 

including papers to read or including provocative quotes.  

The first item at each session for both groups was to check in on the 

agenda and negotiate and adapt it if participants wished to make changes.  Prior 

to the SI commencing with Site B I found Theory U, by Otto Scharmer (2009).  I 

integrated several elements of Theory U into my practice, namely aligning 

elements of systemic change Scharmer outlines in the Theory U with the stages 

in the SI.  At level of workshop agendas, this alignment was reflected in detailed 

intentions for each item or activity.   I also produced practice notes for each 

activity, for example A Guide to creating systems maps (Appendix 5).  

I spent time between AR sessions, making connections with people and 

researching conducive policies and papers that participants and/or I had 

identified as important.  Durng the planning and facilitation of the SI I spent one 

to two days per week researching, planning, contacting people and speaking 

about systemic inquiry and the primary aim of Site B which was to involve a 

multi-stakeholder group in improving collaboration in regional NRM governance.  

We spoke about the conducive policies element of the SLIM Framework (SLIM, 

2004f) and the importance of connecting the SI with current policies and plans 

and discussing these with managers within the agencies that Site B members 

hoped would participate in the SI.   

SB/12: … there’s a framework that government uses for that collaboration.  

I’ve forgotten what it is, we could look at that. 

Facilitator: Is that the environmental partnerships document? 
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SB/12: I’ve been told to work with it when I was in government, and it’s 

actually not bad.   

Facilitator: Well, the environmental partnerships document is current policy, 

so I’m thinking we possibly need to look into that. 

Two Site B participants and I approached the CMA Manager to discuss 

connections between the SI and this current state-wide NRM policy.  We agreed 

on alignment between the proposed SI and objectives in the Environmental 

Partnerships Policy and the manager went further to identify alignment between 

the RCS and CMA Landcare Support Plan.   

SB/2: … if it (the RCS) is as good as the foundational objectives, if we 

could actually help [CMA Manager] achieve those objectives we 

would be doing very well. 

Facilitator: In that conversation [we] had with [CMA Manager] [they] did point 

out two or three [aligned] objectives, so at least one in the RCS and 

a couple out of the Landcare strategy that explicitly connect with 

the systemic enquiry for improving collaboration and partnerships, 

so there are strong objectives in there that [they] think this process 

supports. 

SB/8: That’s right.  I think what you’re saying there, is that potentially 

this is going to really help the direction of the RCS… 

Subsequently the CMA Manager also agreed to be involved in organising 

the SI, including to personally speak with and invite other senior managers in the 

region:  

Facilitator: [CMA Manager] indicated that [they] would be happy to approach 

the DEPI regional manager and I think a couple of others [they] 

mentioned on the list. 

An active role requires of the AR facilitator some pre-assessment or 

judgements about what actions and opportunities are appropriate in any moment 

during the research process, and in the doing or the organising of research.  
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McClintock et al. (2003, pp. 7) refer to the work of Gadamer in describing a juggle 

between pre-judging the situation and reflecting on how well suited a response 

was, quoting Gadamer as saying “…..understanding emerges from an iteration 

between projecting our pre-understandings and then reflecting on, and revising, 

these understandings. These pre-understandings can be seen as ‘anticipations’ of 

possible meanings”.  So that in our interactions with others, in a reasearch 

setting, facilitators and participants alike voice our pre-understandings then 

reflect and modify them in the process of sense making and peer learning as we 

inquire into how best to make the change we seek.  The degree to which we 

reflect and adapt our views is in turn reflective of how aware we are of our 

assumptions and the practices we employ to confront and change them (Argyris, 

2003; Anderson, 1992).   

In groups, the degree to which these reflections assist us to reach 

agreement and then co-operate in action is a property of the dialogic or dialectic 

nature of our exchanges.  Sennett (2008) asserts that both exchange types have 

value in engendering co-operation.  In particular, dialogic exchange is well suited 

to understanding and learning without a need for progressing to agreement.  

Empathy is the emotional response linked to dialogic exchange: I understand but 

I do not need to feel the same way.  Sympathy, says Sennett (2008) is the 

emotional response linked to dialectic exchanges of the 

“thesis:antithesis:synthesis” kind: I feel what you feel and that helps us come to 

agreement about what can be done.   The two exchange types are not mutually 

exclusive.  My proposition, elaborated in my discussion, is that systemic inquiry 

enables both. 

Acting responsibly as a facilitator of co-research 

My aim here is to assess my research practice against the criteria provided by 

McClintock et al. (2003) for assessing research as responsible (Table 6.2).  I 

applied practices that correspond to these criteria and have discussed most of 

these previously, e.g. journal, critical reflections and sharing papers.  In this 

section I discuss some practices not previously presented which are relevant to 

the research-as-responsible metaphor.  These practices are in italics in Table 6.2. 
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Table 6.2 Criteria for assessing research as responsible as per McClintock 
et al. (2005) and including my corresponding practices. 

Criteria for 
responsibility 
(evidence of) 

How it can 
contribute to 
responsibility 

Desirable 
attributes 

My practice 

Self-reflection * being aware of 
ideas, 
assumptions and 
alternatives 

* research journal 

* document 
changes in ideas 

*Research journal 

*Critical reflections 

Engagement in a 
research 
community 

 

* by a ‘dialogue’ 
with other 
researchers 

 

* by contributing to 
a research 
community 

* collaboration 

* peer review 

* conferences 

*Initiated a 
researcher/practitioner 
group, Lonsdale Systems 
Group 

*One peer reviwed paper 
published 

*Six presentations 

Adequate use of 

available 
resources 

 

* being 
‘accountable’ 

 

* coherence and 
plausibility of 
argument 

* use of time 

*Write & share notes, 
reports, papers 

*Co-planning with 
participants, respectful of 
their constraints  

Immersion in 
context 

* by a prolonged 
time with people 
in context 

* through 
relationship 
building 

* a ‘rich’ picture of 
that context  

* research is 
relevant to that 
context 

*Long history in NRM 
field & association with 
co-researchers 

*research issues of 
common interest and 
unresolved in the 
situations 

Rigour * by 
substantiating 
statements 

* quoting relevant 
literature and 
sources of material 

*Literature & document 
review  

*Shared papers with co-
researchers 

Sincerity * ‘valuing’ other 
people 

* consistency to 
aims of working 
with people 

 

* writing in the first 
person 

* learning 
described 

* developing 
appropriate skills 

*thesis in the first person 

*Critical reflections 
revealed my assumptions 
and where facilitation 
practice needed improving 
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I began this doctoral research thinking my role as facilitator of AR was to 

focus on the enabling processes for participant inquiry.  It was during the week in 

March 2012 that I spent with Site A, prior to the AR commencing  that this early 

understanding was challenged.  Research participants looked to me for 

information and insights, drawing on my experience or the literature I had read, 

on topics such as: issues related to multi-scale governance; ways of contesting 

top-down governance; enablers of social learning and; co-designing innovations 

in governance.  In responding to these requests I was naturally revealing my pre-

understandings: The choice of the topic alone and the sites of inquiry I chose to 

work with reveal my assumptions about why and where I believe improvements 

in NRM governance are needed; and the literature I drew on reflected certain 

stances on how this was best done.    

The epistemological and ontological views in most of this literature are 

akin to my own, which was highlighted by a participant in Site A when they 

asked me to share papers with them that had differing or opposing views.  

Initially I attempted to do this, for example I sent two papers reviewing the 

opportunities and contribution of community to NRM planning and governance: 

the first paper questioned on whose terms are these opportunities initiated and 

conducted (Head, 2007b).  The second paper highlighted risks associated with an 

operating principle of community participation in NRM and discussed these 

frankly (Lane & McDonald, 2005).   

After reflecting on the request by this participant I felt somewhat 

conflicted.  The request was reasonable.  However, I felt the rigour involved in 

the process of researching, writing and publishing peer reviewed papers was 

sufficient to allow each paper to stand on its own merit and not only in contrast 

with a paper of opposing views.  I shifted my approach from sharing papers with 

opposing views to exploring reactions triggered by a paper or critical moment.  

These were relevant to issues occurring in the situation and therefore discussion 

was likely to yield insights of value, rather than a discussion of the merits of one 

paper over another.    
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Sometimes I challenged participant views when I felt it appropriate to do 

so.  The dilemma of the RCS3 driving collaboration rather than participants co-

designing the Alliance was an example. The following extract from an AR session 

with Site A in May 2014 is from a conversation where participants were exploring 

how my input could help them reflect on some of their actions and subsequent 

outcomes.  They were particularly interested in milestone moments or critical 

junctures which they felt often only emerged as significant down the track but 

which I may have observed and documented and could therefore raise at the 

time.  

This provided me with the opportunity to prompt a conversation on why 

the momentum around the Alliance forming was slow. This was an important 

issue at the time because the team were facing the loss of two members if they 

could not secure investment in the Alliance from their partners.  I chose to 

contest their focus on the RCS3 as a way of engaging partners rather than 

facilitating clusters as social learning forums where adaptive co-governance could 

emerge if participants created and experienced the benefits, as opposed to being 

told about the potential benefits. My thoughts were that experiencing facilitated 

social learning would enable partners to co-design the alliance in ways that 

yielded the benefits they sought from collaboration and these emergent benfits 

would in turn intrinsically motivate partners to want more, i.e. join the Alliance.  

The conversation went as follows: 

SA/1: I think you're probably an extra resource we've got to maybe see 

those milestones for what they are and poke them into a process of 

documentation or recording of what we've done and why. 

Facilitator: There would be a couple that come to mind. One significant one 

that I can think of is that you had intended to work with the 

clusters of councils, and then when you started doing that, you 

realised that it was much better to let them self-select what cluster 

they wanted to work in and that that would always be influenced by 

what the issues were. 
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SA/3:  Yeah, well it's even more than that. We realised that we didn't need 

to impose clusters on the assets, that the assets actually were better 

dealt with in different geographical ways. 

Facilitator: …….so this is what I'm trying to make sense of, is how influential is 

the RCS being in terms of what you're doing and how you're 

thinking about it? Compared to the alliance. It's not clear to me, 

that you've got it clear even about what the relationship is between 

the alliance and the RCS?  To me so far, the RCS has completely 

driven all of the processes. Because you had originally looked at the 

clusters as being a social learning opportunity at that sub-regional, 

local government scale. But when the clusters no longer made 

sense in terms of how they were making input into the RCS, the 

cluster idea has gone by the wayside. So does that mean the clusters 

no longer play a role in alliance thinking and alliance forming, or 

has it just been put on the backburner because the RCS was the 

imperative? 

SA/3: I never saw the alliance necessarily arranged around the clusters.  

Yeah, I don’t think--the clusters were primarily put together as 

convenient geographic divisions which happen to also suggest that 

you could get small groups of council people in particular, together.  

I reckon that cluster thinking has probably survived, to some 

extent, as a hinterland asset, but it became irrelevant for native veg 

because each of the councils at this stage wasn't too fussed about 

what their neighbour was doing. They had their own sets of 

reserves and vegetation patches that [they]had policy or programs 

for. I reckon that in time, perhaps you'd start to say, "well you're 

going to work here, but actually there's patches of things over the 

boundary into your neighbour's place".  

Facilitator: See, what I hear then though is the RCS, what is in the RCS is still 

what's driving your actions and the way in which you work with 

people. 
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SA/3:  Yeah, probably, because it's a real tension. 

SA/1: [What] you're talking about is, is our mind sitting around the RCS 

or the alliance?  I think part of the answer to that is that we're 

getting different responses to each. So the answer, yes, the more 

people are exposed to it [RCS], we engage with them, we work hard 

to demonstrate it to them and help them see its applications for 

their work, they're actually jumping onboard saying, "this is great". 

With the alliance, conceptually people are saying, "we like it", but 

they're saying also, "we're not sure it's of that much value to us that 

we want to pay for it". 

Challenging Site B participants during AR sessions in this way did not 

arise. I have previously described how members at this site employed dialectic 

and dialogic conversation techniques to explore differing views.  This group were 

self-directed in their co-inquiry and in co-designing the improvements in 

governance they were seeking.  My practice with them was to check in with the 

group as to the topics they wished to discuss, to seek agreement before 

proceeding and to add to the conversations as invited to by members of the 

group.   

As McClintok et al. (2005) point out, creating the space for research is not 

intended to change peoples’ understandings but to create the conditions 

conducive to inquiring into why things are the way they are, whereby 

participants produce new understanding that stems from their collective analysis.  

These new understandings are then emergent properties of a research-as-

responsible approach.  In addition to creating the space for research, invitations 

to participate are also important in an ethic of responsible research.  I invited 

both Sites to participate in my PhD research based on what was negotiated in the 

Research Agreements.  Site A participants took up the invitation to participate in 

action research to a much lesser degree than Site B, who went further than any of 

us had imagined at the commencement.   

Participant Information Sheets and Consent forms were part of the 

inviting process and as such gave people the option to decline and understand 
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that if they did so that they would experience no disadvantage.  The language and 

approach I used was conciously invitational;  I suggested topics or ideas and 

checked with participants if they felt these to be relevant or important; I checked 

there was understanding of an issue and gave or invited others to give 

clarification before moving on; and the trialling of rich pictures and multi-cause 

diagramming were elements of the invitation to initiate systemic inquiries with 

both Sites.   As already outlined, I also wrote a reflective journal and undertook 

critical reflections, particulalry when I was developing my research practice in 

response to new or challenging circumstances, e.g. slow engagement by some Site 

A members and creation of the systemic inquiry with Site B. 

Conclusion 

In trying to better understand the different research progressions at each site I 

have reflected on and analysed what was present or not present at each site, and 

in my practice, that may have contributed to Site A not progressing far beyond 

research as observation and reflection, but present and conducive to Site B 

embracing research as reflective co-learning and progressing through to research 

as reflexive praxis.  The following heuristic illustrates the conclusions from this 

reflection and analysis (Figure 6.6). 

Site A started with a mindset that the research was observational, with 

some reflection time for them.  This mindset prevented them from anticipating 

and consequently experiencing the benefits of  action research.  Various pressures 

and low commitment to developing consistent reflective co-learning inhibited 

their co-inquiry into why their practices inhibited their transition from top-down 

to adaptive co-governance.  This in turn prevented them from anticipating the 

benefits of systemic inquiry and from developing effective practices and enabling 

conditions for co-designing adaptive co-governance with their partners, which 

could have yielded institutionalised reflective praxis.   
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Figure 6.5 An heuristic device for summarising the progression in research 

practice at each site in relation to my research facilitation  

Site B, however, had experience of action research and easily anticipated 

the benefits of systemic inquiry.  The SI process strongly resonated with the 

CBNRM way of operating, i.e. learning together through cycles of reflecting, 

deliberating, acting and further reflecting.  The anticipated benefits of the SI for 

Site B included working with a multi-stakeholder group to co-design 

improvements in NRM governance at a scale not previously available to them, i.e. 

in a multi-level, regionally-based governance forum that was self-directed and 

focussed on improving their collective situation. It also resonated with my 

thoughts about facilitating AR and my research practice as it was emerging.  

These thoughts and experiences are embodied in the following passage:  

“In terms of emerging practices the metaphor of research-as-facilitation is 

revealing. It is likely that demands for stakeholder participation and transparency 

in decision making will increase the demand for facilitation skills, both 

professionally and generically. This has certainly been the case in Australia with 
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the advent of community participation in natural resource management via 

Landcare programmes (Dore et al., 2001). Röling & Woodhill (2001) argue that 

good facilitators are scarce, and further that they can be “especially effective if 

they are able to help stakeholder groups learn about their own learning”.  

McClintock et al. (2003, pp. 12)  

It was this notion of learning about learning coupled with the concept of 

emergence that encouraged me to present systemic inquiry to both Sites.  

Learning about learning is a second-order practice recognised as valuable in 

adaptive management and governance (Fazey & Schulz, 2009; Ison, 2010) and a 

reflective practice I hoped to support through this research.   

My practices co-evolved through my co-researching relationship and 

improved considerably through co-creating, enabling and facilitating the 

Systemic Inquiry with Site B.  It was this experience and what I learnt from it that 

assissted me to understand the differences between Site A and Site B.  My 

practices, as they relate to the SLIM heuristic, as applied in relation to social 

learning at each site, are summarised in the table below (Table 6.3 ).  This can be 

read in conjunction with Table 6.1 for a complete appraisal of my practices.  I add 

the element of ‘Crafting Enabling Conditions’ and include some additional 

activities to those listed in Table 6.1 and described above.  I found myself involved 

in or facilitating a number of these activities that were about crafting the 

conditions that enabled the SI to occur and engage a diverse group of 

stakeholders.   
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Table 6.3 Summary of my practices aligned with the SLIM Framework for Social learning (Collins & Ison, 2009a) 

Key 
elements of 
the SLIM 
Framework 

Associated activities of 
the elements of the 
SLIM Framework 

Researcher/facilitator practices employed 
in Site A 

Researcher/facilitator practices employed 
in Site B 

Context Appreciate past causes of 
current understanding 
and practices 

Facilitated reflection on Starting Conditions 
Facilitated conversations on constraints and 
enablers 
Facilitated rich picture sessions 

Facilitated reflection on Starting Conditions 
Facilitated conversations on constraints and 
enablers 
Facilitated Systemic Inquiry(SI) 

Institutions 
and policies 

Develop conducive 
policies 

N/A Facilitated conversations and connections 
between policies and CBS proposal and SI 

Develop conducive 
institutions 

Facilitated conversations about Clusters as 
social learning forums 

Co-ordinated CBS proposal that provided a 
narrative of  CBNRM ways of working 
Co-ordinated and facilitated SI 

Stakeholding Identify stakeholders Stakeholders identified by Site A Facilitated stakeholder analysis in preparation 
for SI 

Build stakeholding through 
joint responsibility 

Facilitated joint session between EST and LCOT 
to build stakeholding in Alliance 

Co-facilitated  SI and co-design of five 
improvements in NRM governance 

Facilitation Identify facilitation needs Developed Research Agreements with 
facilitation needs identified for Cluster 
meetings – this did not eventuate 

Developed Research Agreements with 
facilitation needs identified 
Co-created facilitation team with two 
colleagues for SI 

Provide necessary 
facilitation 

N/A Co-facilitated SI 
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Key 
elements of 
the SLIM 
Framework 

Associated activities of 
the elements of the 
SLIM Framework 

Researcher/facilitator practices employed 
in Site A 

Researcher/facilitator practices employed 
in Site B 

Epistemological 
constraints 

Co-produce knowledge in 
action 

Facilitated rich pictures 
 

Facilitated and documented outcomes from SI 
Shared and reviewed summary notes 

Jointly produce what 
constitutes an 
improvement 

N/A Co-created CBS proposal 
Co-facilitated SI and co-design of five 
improvements in NRM governance 

Crafting 
Enabling 
conditions 

Maintaining enthusiasm 
and engagement 

Co-created and communicated a consistent 
narrative – this was done during AR, but Site A 
members took lead on creating communications 
materials 
 

Co-created and communicated a consistent 
narrative.  Co-created communication materials  
Thoughtfully planned and created the space for 
SI to take place 

 Brokering connections 
between interested people 

N/A Brokered connections between people with 
similar interests in improving governance – Site 
B people invited them in as they wished 

 Initiating opportunities to 
fulfill improvements 

N/A Sought endorsement from Site B to approach 
state and federal governments to initiate 
conversations about acting on improvements co-
designed in SI 

 Making connections 
between philosophical 
stances and purposeful 
action 

Discuss philosophical stances but did not 
succeed in drawing out a coherent philosophy or 
in making connections with practices 

Facilitated discussions on philosophical basis of 
CBNRM approach and made connections 
between philosophy and practices and how SI 
could help address the gap at regional scale 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 209 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 – Discussion and Conclusions 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter I revisit my aims in undertaking the research and summarise the 

outcomes from each Site.  I provide responses to each thesis question in turn, and 

present the main contributions this research makes in two parts.  The first is on 

contributions to practice and the second is on contributions to academic 

scholarship that this thesis makes.  I conclude with suggestions for further 

research on enabling systemic innovations in governance.  

Reiterating my research aim  

My aim was to explore how people within NRM governance situations could 

innovate and enable transition from top-down governance to adaptive co-

governance, to improve outcomes for their social-ecological systems.  My interest 

in this research arose from the inadequacies and poor outcomes delivered by top-

down governance and, more recently, by the disappointments in the devolved 

governance of the Australian regional delivery model, as described in Chapters 1 

and 2 (Bellamy, Ross, & Meppem, 2002; Brunner & Steelman; Lockwood & 

Davidson, 2010; Moore, 2005; Ryan, Broderick, Sneddon, & Andrews, 2010).  

Though this research was strongly influenced by the body of evidence that 

supports adaptive co-governance as an appropriate response to the inadequacies 

and poor outcomes described previously (Allan & Stankey, 2009; Armitage et al., 

2007; Colliver; 2011; Fazey & Schultz, 2009; Folke et al., 2005; Ison, 2010; Ison et al., 

2011; Marshall, 2005; Termeer et al., 2010),  the focus of the research was exploring 

systems thinking and practices that could improve the transition to adaptive co-

governance .  I set out to apply action research and social learning to discover 
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how these approaches could support co-design of adaptive co-governance and 

practices and arrangements that would enable it to persist. 

Summarising the research outcomes 

The previous chapters describe and explore my facilitation of action research and 

systemic inquiry, with participants in two regionally-based NRM governance 

situations that were on a trajectory towards adaptive co-governance.  

Improvements were made that moved both governance situations further along 

that trajectory during our time together.  This research dissertation has focussed 

on the starting conditions, enablers and constraints on moving to adaptive co-

governance, and the first- and second-order practices participants and I 

employed for enabling this transition.    

     Site A participants succeeded in designing an adaptive web-based regional 

catchment strategy and engaging 17 out of 52 partners in the process, refining or 

creating new first-order practices and arrangements that enabled them to do so.  

The Alliance that Site A had set out to initiate as a co-governance mechanism for 

their regional strategy was not created during the time of this research.  This was 

due in part to the enormity of the task and the obligation to meet the government 

timeframe for producing a Regional Catchment Strategy.  It was also due to a lack 

of second-order or reflective praxes and epistemological constraints that 

prevented them from anticipating the benefits of co-learning, co-evaluating and 

co-designing with the partners they tried to engage in the hoped for transition to 

adaptive co-governance.  

Site B participants were able to engage a large and diverse group of 

stakeholders in social learning through the platform of systemic inquiry. They 

were able to contest governance practices and arrangements and co-create 

improvements.  In particular, Site B members’ experience and understanding that 

learning through action and co-evaluation can powerfully inspire motivation and 

practice change were major contributors as to why they were able to embrace 

second-order practices such as systemic inquiry and lead others in this ambitious 

but uncertain journey.  In addition, they paid attention to co-creating conditions 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 211 
 

that were supportive and enabling of broad stakeholder engagement and 

participation in the improvements in governance.   

I improved my facilitation practice and developed systemic action research 

praxes through working in a co-inquiring relationship with members at each Site.  

I took three practices into the research; ‘Facilitating peer learning’, ‘Writing a 

reflective journal’ and ‘Setting and reviewing purposeful intentions’.  These were 

not explicitly research related but they did co-evolve into three research praxes; 

‘Developing co-researching relationships’, ‘Co-creating a narrative that is 

coherent with ontological and epistemological stances’ and ‘Facilitating co-

research’.  There were many sub-practices and activities that sat beneath these 

(Tables 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3).  Differences in practices and the underpinning 

epistemologies at each site had an impact on the opportunities for social learning 

and whether these were taken up or not.  One conclusion is that it is essential in 

social learning to explore the philosophical stances that underpin purposeful 

planning and action, to reveal inconsistencies within these and between rhetoric 

and practice.  Paying more attention to this early on could have enabled a shift in 

practices or more accurate alignment of expectations and might have made a 

difference to outcomes with Site A.   

Returning to the thesis questions 

To answer the over-arching research question, ‘How can people involved in NRM 

create adaptive co-governance?’ I will first respond to the four sub-questions and 

then return to the primary question. 

 

How is adaptive co-governance, enabled or constrained in regional NRM 
situations? 

Analysis with participants in AR sessions and further inductive and deductive 

analysis by me yielded practice examples and other issues that participants 

expressed as enabling or constraining on shifting to adaptive co-governing. These 

are summarised in table 7.1 and briefly discussed below.  
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This research confirmed much of what is known about constraints and 

enablers of adaptive co-governance in multi-scale NRM governance situations.  

The discussions at each site aligned closely with the literature, as described in 

Chapter 2.  For example, trust came though strongly in Site B as critical in 

collaborative stakeholder relationships which is strongly echoed in work by 

Ansell and Gash (2006) and Ostrom (1999, 2000) among others.  Participants at 

both sites and the larger stakeholder group in the systemic inquiry confirmed the 

importance of trust for people working with others in NRM.  Trust is key for 

engendering legitimacy, particularly when creating new governance practices and 

arrangements (Davidson, Lockwood, Curtis, Stratford, & Griffith, 2006; Emerson 

& Gerlak, 2014).  Members of Site A spoke about authority and legitimacy on 

many occasions as they reflected on how they were perceived by their partners in 

their role as co-ordinator of integrated catchment management.  A perceived lack 

of authority and legitimacy was a major influence on Site A seeking a different 

way of working with their partners and redefining their role as facilitators of 

adaptive co-governance.  Site B participants raised the absence of trust and 

respect in relationships as constraining on co-governance and drew on their 

experiences of social learning to talk about respectful relationships and practices 

that were enabling of co-governance.   

We also know that top-down decision making, consultative rather than 

inclusive practices characteristic of Scientific Management and inadequate 

capacity and resources for enabling collaboration to flourish constrain transitions 

to adaptive co-governance (Allan & Curtis, 2005; Brunner & Steelman, 2005; 

Fazey & Schultz, 2009; Head, 2005; Lockwood et al., 2010; Moore, 2005; Ribot, 

2002).  What this research also confirms, therefore, is that despite knowing all 

this, transitioning to adaptive co-governance remains slow.  Closer attention and 

more work are needed to explicitly address the constraints and enhance the 

enablers and develop new practices and arrangements suited to the situation 

(Brunner, 2010),  which brings me to the next research question.   

How can action research assist people working in NRM to shift to adaptive co-

governance? Action research (AR) was suited to the complexity, messiness and 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page 213 
 

uncertainty of the two governance situations (Dobson, 2002).    During AR 

sessions, participants explored changes in the situations, new issues or 

understanding that emerged and re-evaluated goals in response (Dobson, 2002).  

More specifically, the cycles of reflecting, planning and acting supported 

participants co-inquiring into their starting conditions, the constraints and 

enablers on transitioning to adaptive co-governance and for the assumptions that 

underpinned their beliefs that transitioning to adaptive co-governance would be 

beneficial in their situations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Dick, 2002; Ison et al., 

2007a).  The importance of these elements of the action research sessions as 

listed here and described on pages 218-219. 

• Reflecting on Starting Conditions - Taking time to reflect on the past and 

what led to their interest in shifting to adaptive co-governance  

• Developing shared understanding by co-inquiring into how their 

purposeful action was being constrained or enabled 

• Challenging assumptions and learning from action. 
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Table 7.1 Summary of constraints and enablers of adaptive co-governance 
identified by people at the two sites of inquiry 

Constraints on 
adaptive co-
governance 

Examples from the 
two sites 

Enablers of 
adaptive co-
governance 

Examples 

Practices that 
break trust and 
respect in 
relationships and 
undermine 
legitimacy and 
authority 

A lack of 
transparency in Site 
A Catchment 
Condition Report 
Demonstrated lack 
of appreciation of 
CBNRM 

Taking time to 
develop respectful 
and trusting 
relationships  
Joint decision 
making, that can 
build stakeholding 

Joint reflection and 
evaluation and 
sharing the learning, 
demonstrating 
honesty and 
transparency 

Governance 
practices that are 
top-down and 
consultative rather 
than inclusive and 
participatory  

State controlled 
asset priority 
setting, policy and 
program design, 
resource allocation 

Employing practices 
for challenging 
assumptions and 
asking good 
questions   
 

Program logic 
Action research 
Systemic Inquiry 

Strategies that are 
non-adaptive 

Hard copy strategies 
that are reviewed 
after five years+ 

Employing 
mediating objects to 
facilitate 
negotiations 
  

The web-based RCS3 
and the action 
tracking database  
CBNRM strategies 

A lack of fora for 
contesting and co-
designing 
governance 

Purposive forums 
for contesting and 
co-designing 
governance with 
diverse stakeholder 
groups did not exist 
in either region  

Co-designing new 
practices or 
arrangements with 
partners 
 

Ad hoc design of 
RCS3 reporting 
framework 
CBNRM peer 
mentoring and 
learning and 
partnership projects 
e.g. CBS proposal 

Inadequate levels 
of resources for 
creating and 
facilitating 
adaptive co-
governance 

Site A had no 
additional budget 
for shifting from 
top-down to 
adaptive co-
governance 
High levels of 
resources were 
directed to MBIs, 
away from CBNRM 
in Site B 

Creating purposeful 
action and 
measuring progress 
  

SMART targets  
Action/strategic 
planning 
Citizen science for 
environmental 
monitoring 
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Reflecting on Starting Conditions 

Researchers involved in the SLIM Project (SLIM, 2004b) suggest a focus on the 

context and history of a situation, i.e. Starting Conditions, is important for 

appreciating past causes of current understanding and practices.  Coming to a 

common understanding of the origins and drivers of these factors is critical to 

designing improvements in a situation, so that problems are not compounded or 

unintended consequences are less likely to arise (Armson, 2011; Checkland & 

Poulter, 2006; SLIM, 2004e).   This was true for participants at both sites.  During 

reflection on their Starting Conditions participants also renewed their 

connections with what they were doing and why this was important.  It was 

therefore, also a way of maintaining enthusiasm and intrinsic motivation for the 

significant changes they were seeking. 

Co-inquiring into constraints and enablers of purposeful action  

Extending from this common understanding of the Starting Conditions, 

participants at both sites were then able to make more sense of why some actions 

worked and others did not.  They became conscious of the conditions, 

arrangements and their practices as enabling or constraining on their purposeful 

action.  For example, Site A identified practices that were constraining on trust 

and conversely practices that led to some partners taking greater responsibility in 

development of RCS3.  It was exploration of the constraints on co-governance and 

the emergent shared understanding of how entrenched the constraints still were, 

that led to participants at Site B exploring SI as an enabler of adaptive co-

governance and initiating this new forum. 

Challenging assumptions and learning from action 

In the case of action research, brokering research requires time spent in 

conversation about the co-researching relationship in relation to the purpose of 

co-researchers action and what they expect of the researcher/facilitator. This was 

done but I could have done more, including, exploring the concept of a rhetoric-

practice gap and making explicit use of Theories of action (Argyris & Schon, 1974) 

as a heuristic device to provide a stronger reference for challenging assumptions 

and improving practices.   
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Challenging assumptions is a critical element of exploring the congruence 

between rhetoric and practice (Anderson, 1992; Dick & Dalmau, 1991).   A 

significant moment in challenging assumptions and learning from action occurred 

for Site A when the Alliance value proposition was rejected by their partners.  The 

reflection on feedback and learning from this experience precipitated several 

changes in practice, for example, inviting partners to suggest services.  At Site B, 

participants were not in agreement about the application of voluntary standards 

in their situation and took some time to resolve the issues they found contentious.  

The dialectic and dialogic nature of their conversations assisted with challenging 

assumptions and eventually agreeing on actions that could accommodate other’s 

views, confirming what Sennett (2013) says about the importance of these 

elements in co-operation.  It also confirms what Anderson (1992) says about 

challenging assumptions in groups being more likely to close the rhetoric-practice 

gap.  

The benefits of participating in AR were more manifest for Site B than for 

Site A, during our time together.  Site B embraced me as a co-researcher and took 

advantage of the facilitation I provided to pursue their purpose of deepening 

appreciation of CBNRM.  Site A members enjoyed the AR sessions, particularly the 

opportunity for reflecting and discussing ideas, but they fell short of embracing 

me as a co-researcher.  As such the AR was less useful in planning and taking 

action on innovations in governance, such as formalising the Council Clusters as 

social learning forums, where co-designing the co-governance Alliance could have 

happened.   

There is no distinction in AR between doing and using the research: AR is 

research in action, reflection and consideration of better ways of doing things 

followed by further action (Wadsworth, 2011).  As such, AR is a research 

methodology suited to researching with people to support improvements they 

are seeking (McClintock et al., 2003).  However, methods that could enable co-

inquiry involving more people, particularly stakeholders from other 

organisations, were needed in both the research sites.  And, what became evident 

at both sites through the revelation of multiple constraints, but acted on only at 
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Site B, was the need for methods capable of engaging diverse groups of 

stakeholders in co-designing new governance practices and arrangements not 

just the improvements they were seeking. 

What other forms of reflective praxes can support these innovations in NRM 

governance? The social learning forum at Site B, designed and implemented in 

this doctoral research (Figure 3.3), employed systems thinking and practices 

following Checkland (2000), Checkland and Poulter (2006), Armson (2011) and 

Ison (2010).   The systems practices employed were appropriate for the stage 

participants were at in the process of changing their situations and followed 

Armson (2011, pp202) who describes these stages as: engaging with an 

unstructured and messy situation; exploring, structuring and diagnosing the 

mess; and, potential courses of action becoming clearer.  There were four stages 

with corresponding practices applied in the SI with Site B (Table 7.2). 

Table 7.2 Stages and practices employed in systemic inquiry with Site B. 

Stage in the Systemic Inquiry Corresponding systems practices 

Finding an entry point into the mess and 

exploring the situation as it is 

Rich picturing, Snappy systems, Systems 

maps 

Finding the leverage point for change and 

understanding patterns of behaviour 

Refining Systems maps, multiple-cause 

diagramming 

Co-designing improvements and actions to 

enable desired changes 

Systems definitions, TWO CAGLS, HAS 

diagramming 

Inviting relevant people in, reviewing and 

renewing actions with them 

HAS diagrammimg, 5E’s for monitoring 

 

Site B members engaged a large and diverse group of stakeholders from 

several levels of governance - local farmers and Landcare Groups, sub-catchment-

based Landcare Networks, Local Government, regional Water Authroties and 

Catachment Management Authorities and regional and state-level 

representatives from state government - in a cycle of systemic inquiry and 
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together they co-designed improvements in five areas of NRM governance(Table 

5.3).     All elements of social learning, identified through the SLIM Project 

(Collins & Ison, 2006; SLIM, 2004e), were represented by practices and activities 

at Site B, with some present at Site A (See tables 4.2 and 5.4).   

The purpose of facilitating social learning activities as described in SLIM 

SLIM (2004e) and later in Collins and Ison (2006) and Blackmore et al. (2007) is 

to involve stakeholders in a common situation to learn together about what they 

are doing, understand why each act the way they do and then, co-design 

improved and more purposeful action.  Exploring the situation as it is and 

understanding current practice is first-order learning.  Looking at why people act 

the way they do and co-designing improvements involves second-order learning 

(SLIM, 2004e).  Stakeholders participated in the SI based on their interest in one 

of five innovation groups and the improvements to governance they sought and 

subsequently co-designed.  The epistemologies of Site B participants, strongly 

aligned with social learning and communities of practice (Wenger, 2000), and 

were a significant contributor to the success of SI at this site.  Site B were able to 

anticipate the benefits of SI, initiate the opportunity and lead others in an 

uncertain and complex process, including crafting the enabling conditions 

alongside the facilitation team (McClintock et al., 2003; Schultz & Fazey, 2009).   

First- and second-order learning occurred during the SI as participants 

were engaged in a dual process of employing systems practices to improve 

governance while building capacity to think and act systemically.  This dual 

process is encapsulated in the Co-inquiring systemically box in Figure 3.7.  At 

times this was challenging.  Particularly at the early stages of exploring the 

situation as it is, when the messiness and complexity were revealed.  Many 

participants became overwhelmed and it was at this stage that enthusiasm and 

commitment waned amongst some stakeholders.  For the 26 stakeholders who 

followed the whole process it became evident that it was their strong motivation 

for co-designing improvements and a capacity to engage in second-order learning 

and, doing what Ison (2010) describes as being able to move up and down levels 

of abstraction.  Members of Site B were adept at doing this, drawing on 

experiences of participating in NRM forums where they are called on to represent 
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perspectives from a property scale, local and sub-ctachment scales, regional scale 

right through to state and national scales, while understanding how these 

perspectives interact, compliment or compete.   

In summary, systemic praxes and key elements that supported innovations 

at Site B included,  

• action research for exploring starting conditions, constraints and 

enablers on adaptive co-governance and anticipating what SI might 

bring and why this was suited to their interests and situation  

• systemic inquiry (thinking and practices) for exploring, diagnosing, 

re-designing and transitioning five areas of governance 

• capacity for second-order learning and moving up and down levels 

of abstraction 

What are the enabling conditions for reflective praxes to develop and 

persist? The SLIM Project showed that creating enabling institutions and 

conducive policies were critical to fostering social learning in NRM situations 

(SLIM, 2004a, 2004c). New institutions and policies are needed for enabling 

collaborative governance because the practices and institutional arrangements 

associated with top-down forms of governance constrain collaboration and social 

learning (Allan & Curtis, 2005; Brunner, 2010).  By not institutionalising systems 

practices and enabling conditions we are at risk of seeing improvements in 

governance relegated to episodes of innovation (Healey, 2006).   

Research with both sites confirmed that creating connections between 

policies and plans and the purpose for innovations in governance were 

important.  For example, Site B were able to leverage support from government 

staff by demonstrating consistency between state and regional plans for 

community engagement, the regional catchment strategy and Landcare Support 

Plan with the aims and purpose of the SI process.  Site A and Site B also contested 

current governance arrangements as being constraining of adaptation and 

stakeholder participation and therefore new practices and arrangements were 

needed.  At Site A this included the web-based RCS3.  Site B went further to 

initiate the SI based on the premise that participating stakeholders could co-
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design improvements and necessary arrangements, ensuring they were relevant 

and sensitive to their context, an important element of participatory governance 

(Head, 2005; Lane & McDonald, 2005).     

I previously listed and described four practices (Table 6.1, pp182 – 201) that 

were part of crafting the enabling conditions through analysis of my research 

practice.  These practices were supportive and enabling of participants’ ability to 

engage in and anticipate the benefits of research.  In addition to these practices 

four further practices were identified as contributing to crafting enabling 

conditions.  These were listed in Table 6.3 with examples given of their 

application at each site.  These additional practices I found to be fundamental to 

setting up the SI, supporting the workshops and activities in between and 

creating opportunities for connecting the governance improvements with other 

opportunities.  They occur alongside the evolution of the systemic inquiry 

process, as illustrated in the ITO model in Figure 3.7.  These four additional 

practices and how they helped craft the enabling conditions for systemic praxes 

to develop and persist beyond the period of this research are described below: 

• Maintaining enthusiasm and engagement 

• Brokering connections between interested people  

• Initiating opportunities to fulfil improvements  

• Making connections between philosophical stances and purposeful 

improvements. 

 

Maintaining enthusiasm and engagement 

I found the practices of deep listening in regular personal conversations with 

participants, developing a consistent narrative, circulating updates and reports, 

sharing stories and careful event planning worked to maintain enthusiasm and 

engagement of most SI participants. This set of practices were informed by 

Ostrom’s (2000) work on maintaining intrinsic motivation, promoting joint 

responsibility through stakeholding, as discussed in (SLIM, 2004e, 2004f) and 

Scharmer’s (2009) work in Theory U on deep listening and connecting to our 

inner purpose.  The peer learning practices of Site B were informed and strongly 

aligned with this research, so working in this way made sense to them.   Co-
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creating and consistently communicating a coherent narrative was one way 

enthusiasm and engagement of participants and partners were maintained at 

each Site.  The narrative was co-created through AR sessions and later through 

the Systemic Inquiry with Site B.  Conversations, letters, emails, and reports were 

created from the narrative and sent to partners and others participants wished to 

engage.  Another method we designed and employed with Site B to directly 

inspire enthusiasm was filming five participants telling a short personal story (~2 

minutes) about an event in their lives that intrinsically motivated them to help 

improve NRM governance.  These were posted on YouTube and links sent to all 

participants in the Systemic Inquiry.  The stories were also informed by research 

on performance stories and the power of personal accounts for inspiring change 

(Dart, 1999).  

Other practices that worked for maintaining enthusiasm and engagement 

were thoughtfully planning and creating the space for the SI (McClintock et al., 

2003).  Stakeholder analysis, personal invitations, carefully selecting the venue 

and home cooked food at all four workshops were part of the mix. 

 

Brokering connections between interested people 

The practice of seeking out and brokering connections between interested people 

stemmed from the notion of systems of interest (Ison, 2010) and how the make-

up of group membership can enhance innovation (Scharmer, 2009).  After 

Workshop 2 in the SI, five systems of interest had been created, based on a 

shared desire to improve practices in that part of NRM governance.  I encouraged 

group co-ordinators to think about who else they thought would have interest in 

being involved in the work of each of their groups. We then looked Scharmer’s 

suggested make up of small innovation groups, which were to include a sponsor 

of the work, a person who could influence outcomes, a person with passion for 

the change being sought, a facilitator, a co-ordinator, someone with relevant 

technical expertise and a person who represents the marginalised view in the 

situation.   Group co-ordinators nominated and we collectively invited some new 

people into the SI.  Many of the people who responded to the invitations stayed 
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with the work.  The TWO CAGLS systems practice helped identify further people 

with interest in the improvements.  

 

Initiating opportunities to fulfil improvements 

In December 2014 and January 2015, I presented the main findings of my research 

to members of Site A and Site B.  At both of these presentations, we discussed 

what they wished to do next, in relation to further improving governance.  People 

in both Sites indicated that the improvements in governance they had made 

could only go so far and would be further constrained without involvement of 

people in state and federal levels of governance.  The finding here is that it is 

critical to create the space for innovators to keep working and generate 

institutional support for trialling of innovations, so that practices can be tested 

and refined and shared with others as they gain traction (Healey, 2006).   

I sought endorsement from members at both sites to approach state and 

federal governments to initiate conversations about acting on the improvements 

research participants had been working towards.  Subsequently the second 

Systemic Inquiry was initiated and further innovations in governance were co-

designed involving participants from the two original sites of inquiry and people 

new to the process from state and federal governments. Stakeholders in this new 

SI further refined three of the innovations created by the Corangamite SI (NRM 

Measures, Inspired planning and Collaborative partnerships) and co-designed 

new innovations in a group focussed on fostering care for urban biodiversity.  

This systemic inquiry and the work on improving NRM governance has persisted 

through to 2018 and is continuing. 

Making connections between philosophical stances and purposeful action 

The NRM field is dominated by first-order practices, where time is spent in 

blinkered pursuit of goals and not in reflexive praxes, such as social learning  

(Ison, 2010; Bawden, 2005).  In what Ison (2010) calls the “projectified world”, the 

influences on why we stay stuck in first-order practices include short-term 

planning, scientific management, priorities and timelines set by funding 

programs, not by collaborative forums of NRM actors (Brunner & Steelman, 2005; 

Allan, 2012).  A major constraint on shifting to adaptive co-governance in 
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regionally-based NRM is the absence of learning in action by practitioners within 

organisations, nor between diverse groups of people with stakes in the same 

situation (Bawden, 2005).   

This doctoral thesis facilitated development of reflexive praxes with two 

core groups of co-researchers, one larger stakeholder group and myself, the 

researcher/facilitator.  AR proved to be an approriate forum for reflecting on 

first-order practices and challenging assumptions underpinning them.  However, 

it was a slow process for developing second-order practices that could lead to 

adaption or design of new practices for transitioning governance. The degree to 

which we reflect and adapt our views is dependent on how aware we are of our 

assumptions and the practices we employ to confront and change them (Argyris, 

2003; Anderson, 1992).  While Site A members spent much of the AR reflecting on 

practice, our co-researching relationship and the absence of a clear epistemology 

proved inadequate for adapting or developing new practices that aligned with the 

philosophy of social learning.    

Learning is relational and when facilitated in groups of people with a stake 

in a common situation, can give rise to emergent understanding of each other 

within the context and complexity of that situation (Wenger, 2002; Blackmore, 

2007; Scharmer, 2009).  As such, social learning can provide a platform upon 

which to create policies, programs and actions that can improve NRM outcomes. 

The Systemic Inquiry with Site B and the broader stakeholder group confirmed 

that social learning is a suitable approach for  creating practices for and enabling 

transition to adaptive co-governance.   

Much of the success of the Systemic Inquiry with Site B was attributable to 

their experiences, and ways of learning and creating knowledge being aligned 

with social learning.   This was the significant point of difference between Sites A 

and B and indicated to me that without prior experience of social learning or 

philosophical commitment to the theory of learning that sits behind it, people 

will not jump into more rigorous forms of social learning.  The uncertainty and 

risk of how systemic inquiry could help design improvements in governance was 

as real for both Sites.  It was only participants from Site B that could anticipate 
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the benefits and were trusting of their ability to navigate the uncertainty.  Site B 

participants embraced and co-created the SI and ensuing co-design of 

improvements in NRM governance, as they had experienced emergent knowing 

and the benefits for action. The SI made sense to them in that it matched their 

expectations of how they wished to work with others in a forum created to 

explore, learn and co-design better ways of working together.  They had 

experienced the benefits of this way of operating and so were able to anticipate 

that this opportunity could potentially enable this in a multi-scale governance 

situation.  The uncertainty of what might happen did not put them off.   

Site A members did not have sufficient experiences of facilitating 

collaboration, let alone co-inquiry at the scale they attempted to influence; to 

trust that emergent learning and co-designed improvements would provide 

adequate responses to their needs.  They were busy creating the RCS3 which left 

little time or capacity of mind to devote to learning about their learning.  They 

did spend time on thinking about their thinking, challenging their assumptions 

and revising planning.  However, without epistemological awareness and 

experience of the emergent benefits from co-inquiry and co-design, it was 

difficult for Site A members to appreciate the benefits of learning their way into 

new practices and arrangements, with others as equals.   

I learned from this, the importance of focussing early, on exploring 

research participants’ purpose for co-governance and their ontologies and 

epistemologies, to reveal and discuss these in relation to the philosophical 

underpinnings of social learning.  This tells me that in future situations, as a 

facilitator of social learning, I ought to give more attention and time early on to 

exploring with participants their epistemological constraints, drawing in 

experiences and giving them opportunity to experience or anticipate the benefits.  

This exploration, I feel, may influence a change in thinking, by revealing 

inconsistencies between rhetoric and practice.  It, at least, could better align 

expectations with the purpose of research. 
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Contributions of this research  

A deep appreciation of co-governance and understanding of the practices and 

institutional arrangements that can amplify the transition from top-down to 

adaptive co-governance are still emerging (Bawden, 2005; Ribot, 2002).  I now 

present the contribution of this research to deepening this appreciation and 

understanding on two levels.  The first is on the level of practice, the second is on 

the level of academic scholarship. 

 

Contribution to practice 

I presented and analysed practices at both sites of inquiry.  The presentation and 

analysis within each of the data chapters was framed around first and second-

order practices employed to enable adaptive co-governance and to reflect on the 

effectiveness of these and other influences on the transition to adaptive co-

governance, in the context of the situations and the literature.  In summary, my 

findings were that first-order practices have limited ability to influence and can 

constrain desired outcomes in the absence of second-order practices.  

Demonstrating the value of second-order practices, or double-loop learning, for 

evaluating and improving practices is not new and has been strongly 

demonstrated, see for example  (Anderson, 1992; Argyris, 1976, 1991, 1995; Argyris 

& Schön, 1978; Armson, 2011; Blackmore, 2010; Checkland & Poulter, 2006; Dick & 

Dalmau, 1991; Fazey & Schultz, 2009; Ison, 2010; Ison & Russell, 2000; McClintock 

et al., 2003; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008; Reason, 2000; SLIM, 2004e; Wenger, 2000).  

However, there are few examples in Australian NRM of consciously 

distinguishing first-order practices being employed and then evaluating them 

through second-order practices for reflecting and learning  (Allan & Stankey, 

2009; Allan & Wilson, 2009; Colliver, 2011).   

The unique contribution of this research then, in the context of this 

literature, is firstly framing practices as first and second order as a way for NRM 

governance practitioners to think about and evaluate their practices.    To this 

end, I have created lists and descriptions of first- and second-order practices 

employed at each site for enabling transition to adaptive co-governance within 

Chapters 4 and 5.  These are presented again below with some indicators for 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance Page - 226 - 
 

evaluating their successful application in similar situations (Table 7.3 - first-order 

practices and Table 7.4 - second-order practices).   

The second contribution on a practice level is demonstrating how 

practices for ‘Crafting enabling conditions’ were important for engaging 

stakeholders in the SI.  The ITO model illustrated in Figure 3.7 and reproduced 

here illustrates the elements of starting conditions and the concurrent activities 

of crafting the enabling conditions and co-inquiring systemically as leading to 

adaptive co-governing.  Starting Conditions were recorded and discussed during 

semi-structured interviews to begin with and then further discussed during AR 

sessions.   

At the time this was understood as important for acknowledging the 

history of the situation and the influences that prompted transitions to adaptive 

forms of governing.  The analysis of this research has revealed that an explicit 

discussion about epistemologies and world views during discussions on the 

Starting Conditions at Site A could have brought greater awareness of the 

benefits of co-learning through co-inquiry and possibly led to more time and 

attention on creating social learning forums with partners at this site.  Site B did 

have these discussions and were able to clearly describe the practice of starting 

where the landholder’s interest lies and the philosophical underpinnings of this 

practice.  Discussions of worldviews were also held during thy Systemic Inquiry 

with Site B.  It is recommended then, that facilitated discussion on Starting 

Conditions includes specific practices for revealing and discussing epistemologies 

and world views.   
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Table 7.3 Summary of first-order practices employed at each site for facilitating the transition to adaptive co-governance in two regionally-
based NRM governance situations in Victoria, Australia.  Benefits and the measures of success are taken from analysis in Chapters 5 and 6 

First-order practices 
employed at Site A 

Benefits of practice for transitioning to co-
governance and how to measure success 

First-order practices 
employed at Site B 

Benefits of practice for transitioning to co-
governance and how to measure success 

Taking time for 
relationships  

Important for building trust and relational 
capital.  Participants will feel listened to and 
that their contribution is valued 

Learning starts with 
where landholder 
interests lie 

Peer-to-peer support connects with intrinsic 
motivation. Participants will feel understood 
and respected.   

Facilitating a 
learning culture 

Learning and reflecting with people more 
mindfully exploring and developing 
improved ways of working.  Intra- and inter-
organisational peer learning is valued. 

Creating 
opportunities for 
improving 
relationships 

Strengthening relationships and social 
connections.  Trust and respect are high and 
reciprocity forthcoming. 

Seeking 
endorsement, 
increasing 
accountability 

Increased involvement in and commitment 
to co-governance arrangements ought to 
increase participant accountability.  Trust 
and benefits from involvement will be 
measureable along with confidence in 
delivering on commitments.  

Deepening 
appreciation of 
CBNRM  

Positive approach to deepening appreciation 
of different ways of working where 
appreciation was lacking.  Co-inquiry and co-
design reveals what stakeholders have to offer 
and enablers and constraints on their 
contributions. 

Creating strategy 
from a Straw Man  

This practice for iteratively co-creating 
strategy needs to be offered and discussed. 
Explicit agreement on co-creating strategy 
this way ought to be reached and reviewed 
periodically. 

Adapting technology 
for our purposes 

A nimble practice that avoids re-inventing the 
wheel and yields technologies that are fit-for-
purpose and less costly.    

Employing Web-based strategies enable adaptive Gathering evidence Informs policy from what works in practice 
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First-order practices 
employed at Site A 

Benefits of practice for transitioning to co-
governance and how to measure success 

First-order practices 
employed at Site B 

Benefits of practice for transitioning to co-
governance and how to measure success 

adaptable 
technology 

governance.  Engagement in their co-
creation ought to be measureable. 

to influence policy and from perspectives that may not have been 
considered.  Stronger connections between 
policy and practice and enabling conditions 
for successful practices ought to be evident. 

Communicating 
consistently with all 
partners   

Keeps participants informed and 
acknowledges feedback and how it is acted 
upon. Participants will understand and 
appreciate progress.  
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Table 7.4 Second-order practices, with benefits and associated activities revealed as important at Site A and employed with success at Site B  

Second-order 
practices revealed 
at Site A  

Benefits for transitioning to co-governance 
and associated activities of the practice 

Second-order 
practices employed 
at Site B 

Benefits for transitioning to co-governance 
and associated activities of the practice 

Exploring 
epistemologies 

Diving into epistemologies during exploration 
of starting conditions can reveal early how 
personal beliefs about knowledge creation 
and knowing can enable or constrain social 
learning and adaptive co-governance.  An 
ability to anticipate the emergent benefits of 
social learning and how it contributes to 
concerted action will be possible 

Reflexivity through 
dialogic and 
dialectic exchange 

Dialogic and dialectic exchanges are 
conversations that express deliberative and 
co-operative capacities and exhibit empathy 
(dialogic) and sympathy (dialectic). Sharing 
and accommodation of different perspectives 
are enabled when these types of deliberation 
are consciously practiced.   

Creating reflexivity 
in team co-inquiry 

Enables joint reflection on practices, 
knowingly inquiring into different practices, 
i.e. what we are doing and why we are doing 
it.  Assumptions will be tested and 
underpinning philosophies revealed.   Better 
alignment between rhetoric and practice can 
be mindfully achieved.  

CBNRM praxis Thinking about and practices for CBNRM are 
informed by research.  Practitioners could be 
the researchers, participants in co-research, or 
find value in research by others. Time for 
reading relevant research and evaluating 
practices in light of research, is prioritised. 

Shaping purposeful 
action in messy 

Making sense of messy situations and 
designing purposeful improvements through 
action research.  Practices and actions for 

Systemic Inquiry Exploration and analysis of complex and 
messy situations, of what is happening at 
different levels in the situation and being able 
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Second-order 
practices revealed 
at Site A  

Benefits for transitioning to co-governance 
and associated activities of the practice 

Second-order 
practices employed 
at Site B 

Benefits for transitioning to co-governance 
and associated activities of the practice 

situations improving the mess ought to assist transition 
of the whole situation towards adaptive co-
governance.   

Evaluate the efficacy, efficiency and 
effectiveness of the practices and actions 
relative to their purpose and the higher 
purpose of transitioning to adaptive co-
governance.  

to move up and down these levels is made 
possible by using mediating objects and 
heuristic devices.  Improvements in parts of 
the mess can be designed with awareness of 
the whole situation and where unintended 
consequences may occur. For e.g. SI methods 
and tool see Armson (2011), Ison (2010), and 
Checkland & Poulter (2006).  
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The Systemic Inquiry process was illustrated and the associated 

methods and practices were described in Chapter 3 and further described and 

analysed in Chapters 4 and 5 as they were applied with each site.  They are 

well documented also, for example, by Armson (2011), Checkland & Poulter 

(2006) and Ison (2010). 
 

 
Practices that constitute Crafting enabling conditions were originally 

presented  in two places, in Tables 6.1 and 6.3 and discussed on pages 192-201 

and 223-228. They are reproduced below with descriptions of associated 

activities as  a general guide for practitioners (Table 7.5).  

 

Contribution of this research to academic scholarship   

The widely accepted view amongst environmental governance researchers and 

practitioners is that adaptive co-governance is an appropriate response for 

managing complex problems under changing conditions; however constraints 

on the transition to adaptive co-governance are rarely challenged systemically 

and inclusively by those working across a governance regime.  Researching 

with people through reflexive praxes such as action research, systemic inquiry 

and social learning enables people within the governance regime to identify 

and reduce constraints, enhance enablers and co-design improvements in 

governance thereby supporting the transition to adaptive co-governance.  My 

data, analysis and discussion of results was specifically focussed on these 

praxes, how they were employed at each site and if they were or were not 

successful in enabling transition to adaptive co-governance.  
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Table 7.5 Facilitated practices and associated activities that constitute the 

overall practice of Crafting enabling conditions  

Practices for 
Crafting enabling 
conditions  

Benefits of these facilitated practices and associated 
activities  

Initiating co-
research that 
connects with 
interests in 
improving a 
situation 

Connecting with and thoroughly exploring peoples’ interests 
in doing research, along with exploration of different co-
research approaches, including epistemologies, worldviews 
and how the research could be conducted are very 
important for relationship building between all co-
researchers.  Document all this in a research agreement and 
review regularly.  

Creating 
opportunities for 
anticipating the 
benefits of co-
research 

Anticipating benefits of co-research can enable participants 
to visualise what is possible for improving their situation, 
Starting with action research or methods that can generate 
emergent benefits can create capacity for anticipating 
further benefits, especially in the absence of previous co-
researching experience.  Take time to appreciate emergent 
benefits  

Initiating 
experiences of co-
learning and co-
design 

Facilitating co-learning and co-designing is dependent on 
knowing what can trigger these experiences.  Developing co-
inquiry habits for solving manageable problems can build 
capacity for tackling messier and more complex situations   

Creating 
arrangements that 
are enabling of co-
research 

Negotiated agendas, shared notes, ORID focussed 
conversation technique, sessions that work well with other 
commitments and maybe follow on opportunistically from 
other relevant events while they are fresh, holding 
workshops in accessible environments – all contribute to 
clarifying purpose and expectations and positive experiences 

Maintaining 
enthusiasm and 
engagement 

Acknowledge the messiness and uncertainty of complex 
situations at the start and revisit intent for improvement 
during each stage of exploring, analysing, re-designing and 
transitioning.  Co-create and communicate a consistent 
narrative that is accessible for everyone involved. Use 
personal stories through audio or video. Carefully craft 
invitations that make clear what people are being invited to 
participate in. Thoughtfully plan and create the spaces for 
workshops to take place 

Brokering 
connections 
between interested 
people 

Broker connections between people with similar interests in 
improving governance.  Invite participants to connect with 
other people though their networks.  Invite people 
personally, through phone call, in person or letter. 

Initiating 
opportunities to 
fulfill 
improvements 

Initiate conversations about acting on improvements and 
identify opportunities that can resource.  If possible, starting 
with resources can significantly boost peoples interest in 
participating and help sustain their enthusiasm  
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Practices for 
Crafting enabling 
conditions  

Benefits of these facilitated practices and associated 
activities  

Connecting 
rhetoric and 
practice 

This practice is associated with the practice of exploring 
epistemologies and worldviews in Starting Conditions.  
However, early attempts at discussing philosophical stances 
may not succeed in drawing out a coherent philosophy or in 
making connections with practice. Consistently reviewing 
what we are doing and why we are doing it is critical for 
surfacing assumptions and ensuring practices better reflect 
rhetoric. 

 

This co-research did systemically and inclusively challenge why the 

transition to adaptive co-governance is still constrained, and it contested the 

rhetoric of partnership and collaboration in the NRM sector.  I was able to 

compare the elements of the SLIM Framework with the social learning 

practices and outcomes at each site.  All the elements of  SLIM (2004e) were 

confirmed as important and were expanded upon in the areas of Starting 

Conditions, Crafting enabling conditions and Co-inquiring Systemically.  New 

heursitic devices and descriptions of practices and associated activities for 

each of these areas have been created for the benefit of practitioners and 

researchers, including a guide to employing systemic inquiry (Figure 3.3, p. 

54) 

In Chapter 6 I created an heuristic device (Figure 6.5, p. 204) to 

illustrate the progression in research practice at each site in relation to my 

research facilitation.   This assisted my analysis of why Site B progressed to the 

reflexive praxis of a facilitated systemic inquiry, while Site A did not move 

beyond action research and barely reached into co-learning and co-design.  I 

have adapted this heuristic further to illustrate my findings that the additional 

social learning practices of Starting Conditions, Crafting Enabling Conditions 

and Co-inquiring Systemically are enabling and sustaining of a transition to 

adaptive co-governance for people in co-researching relationships (Figure 7.1).  

This heuristic is similar to the SLIM heuristic in that it illustrates that when a 

change in practice  coincides with a change in understanding a  trajectory of 

improvement in a situation is enabled.   
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Figure 7.1 When changes in co-researching practices coincide with facilitated 

elements of social learning, a transition to adaptive co-governance is enabled, 

and if the practices persist, the transition can be sustained. 

 

In summary, my additions to the SLIM Framework are: 

- Exploring Starting Condtions goes beyond the history element of SLIM 

which is aimed at revealing historical influences in a local situation, so 

that policies and actions can be best fit to these local conditions.  

Diving deep to reveal early on the underpinning interests in co-

researching and the philosophical stances (epistemologies and 

ontolgies) behind these interests can assist co-researchers be mindful 

of and challenge peoples worldviews when these are felt to be 

constraining on inquiry or action.  This approach will in effect help test 

the readiness of people for collaborative research, learning, inquiry and 

designing improvements as was similarly found by (Innes & Booher, 

2003) with their preconditions for collaborative planning.   
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- Crafting Enabling Conditions is an extension to the SLIM ‘Enabling 

Institutions and Conducive Policies’ and can greatly enhance the 

opportunities and the experience of co-researchers.  Thoughtful 

facilitation of activities for assisting people to anticipate the benefits, 

and experience emergent qualities of co-research, co-learning and co-

designing can be beneficial to the experiences and the outcomes.  This 

research has added further thoughtful practices to the SLIM 

Framework. 

- Co-inquiring systemically is understood as a dual process of learning to 

think and act systemically.  Systemic co-inquiry enables a  situation to 

‘be thought of’ as if it were a system, with sub-systems’.  Understanding 

of the way thinking and practices at different levels of a system interact 

with each other and produce the outcomes they do can then be 

forthcoming (Bawden, 2005).  The use of mediating objects, such as 

pictures and diagrams, and focussed reflective conversations support 

people in exploring situations and assist with designing improvements 

within the context of these situations (Armson, 2011).    This 

combination of thinking about, redesigning, acting and reflecting on 

different levels of an abstract system can simultaneously develop 

systems capability (Reynolds, Blackmore, Ison, Shah & Wedlock, 2018).  

- The methods and tools applied in systemic inquiry also enable 

stakeholders to bring their uniquely scale related views to the task of 

improving complex situations, where issues of scale often compound 

the complexity.  Systems mapping, as one of these tools, inherently 

enables issues of scale to be represented and understood in the context 

of the system being inquired into.  As heuristic devices and mediating 

objects, systems maps can enable thinking about and deliberating on 

scale related needs and interests, with a view to accomodating these 

within any co-designed improvements. 
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Future research 

The practices and conditions identified in this research are important 

contributions to the emerging field of developing systems capability, 

particulalry in the context of 21st Century NRM governance.  Future research 

in the following four areas could make further valuable contributions:  

1. Brokering action research with government staff 

The practices and institutional arrangements that surround NRM are 

hierarchical and constraining of adaptive co-governance (Allan & Curtis, 

2005).  Future research could focus on practices for successfully brokering 

action research agreements with government staff committed to co-

governance but unwittingly constrained.  This could include explicit use of 

Theories of Action as an heuristic for the rhetoric-practice gap. 

2. Reviewing emergent adaptive co-governance praxes 

Further application of these social learning practices and enabling conditions 

in Australian NRM, and their contribution to transitioning to and sustaining 

adaptive co-governance, over the long term will help to further improve 

praxes and diffuse these innovations across the NRM field. 

3. Integrating scale-related issues and interests through systemic co-

inquiry 

Deeper understanding of how systemic co-inquiry integrates scale-related 

interest and issues is needed.  This study was aware of scale related issues in 

complex NRM governance situations, and we explored these issues during the 

early phases of systemic inquiry.  Participants in the systemic co-inquiry 

innovation groups brought into the conversations their scale related interests 

and issues.  These were then integrated into the analysis and improvements 

made, without explicitly identifying this was happening.  Understanding more 

about this process and assessing the effectiveness of addressing scale-related 

issues in this way is desirable. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 Research Agreement with Site A 

Research agreement between Port Phillip & Westernport Catchment 
Management Authority and Moragh Mackay, PhD Candidate, Charles Sturt 
University 

Purpose of agreement 

The purpose of this Research Agreement is to establish a shared understanding of the goals 
of the research and to define roles of and arrangements between the PPWCMA and the 
researcher. 

What is being researched? 

The research will explore how social learning contributes to the PPWCMA CaLP Alliance as 
the Alliance develops and facilitates action on the Regional Catchment Strategy (RCS).  The 
researcher, Moragh Mackay, will work closely with the PPWCMA as they lead and facilitate 
this innovative approach to regional natural resource management and governance. The 
research will be an assessment of issues arising, what works, what doesn’t and why as 
identified by participants involved in the process and the research and analysed by the 
researcher.  

Rather than following distinct stages of development and implementation, the evolution of 
the Alliance and the RCS should be seen as a continuum of planning, acting and reviewing 
throughout the life of the RCS.  This research project will track the evolution by collecting 
data from a variety of sources, including documents describing processes already 
completed or underway, minutes or notes and observations from meetings, new 
documents and the web site development, semi-structured interviews and surveys.  The 
focus of data collection will be on social learning and innovative approaches to solving 
planning, management and governance issues relating to integrated catchment 
management.   This data collection and its analysis will contribute to a Case Study, 
Moragh’s doctoral thesis and papers for publication. 

The research question, context and research design are detailed in the attached document 
entitled, PPWCMA CaLP Alliance Case Study Research.  

Roles and arrangements 

The PPWCMA is a sponsor of the research and therefore is the main contact for the 
duration of the research.  Shane Scanlon is the nominated representative and main contact 
for Moragh to work with.  Shane will involve other staff as issues necessitate.  

Desk space has been provided where Moragh can set up a laptop computer and work from 
when she is visiting the Frankston PPWCMA office.  Moragh provides her own computer 
and mobile internet, phone and transport from home.  PPWCMA may sometimes provide 
transport from Frankston to another work location.  Moragh has access to some operating 
funds for minor expenses through Charles Sturt University. 
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It is accepted that Moragh is in constant contact with her supervisors, Catherine Allan, 
Jonathon Howard and Ross Colliver.  It should be assumed that any referral to Moragh 
undertaking decisions relevant to the research will include discussion with them.  Moragh 
also has access to the library and other resources provided by Charles Sturt University. 

Participation, negotiation and decision making 

Information on the following pages includes issues of participation, negotiation and 
decision making processes.  Questions are posed to stimulate thought, some are answered, 
some are partially addressed and responses to others will emerge as the research 
progresses.   

Who will be involved in the research?  There are many levels of participation, and therefore 
many choices, particularly if the development of the Alliance is staged and the RCS design 
and action phases use cycles of continuous improvement. 

Scales of participation in the Alliance and consequently in the research will be negotiated 
as the Alliance and the RCS evolve.  Invitations to participate in the Alliance will initially be 
extended by PPWCMA to some existing partners - this will become the leaders group.  
Planning and action research will support further development of the Leaders Group and 
the Alliance and identify research participants through the process.  Broadly speaking, 
participation will be inclusive, but staged to match capacity to meet expectations and fulfil 
commitments. 

Early participation 

PPWCMA staff and RCS Sub-committee (of the Board) 

• Presentation on research by Moragh with ensuing discussion, using semi-
structured interview process for groups.  Participants to be invited to consent to 
involvement and discussion to be recorded.  Purpose is to capture early ideas and 
impressions of the Alliance and approach to RCS, how it is likely to be different 
from previous RCS processes and for this group to determine any appropriate 
actions to take at this time. 

 Leaders Group – responsible for facilitating development of Alliance and RCS 

• Moragh to facilitate an action research session as a component of an ordinary 
meeting of this group to stimulate ideas and information sharing about the 
Alliance, its purpose, what it could achieve and how.  Seek to introduce the 
research and ask for their consent to participate in it beforehand if possible, or at 
beginning of meeting.  The questions will be developed initially by Moragh and 
Shane with further contribution from other PPWCMA staff and the Leaders Group 
at the meeting.  

Ongoing and Later Participation  

PPWCMA staff – ongoing participation in action research and semi-structured 
interviews    
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PPWCMA RCS Sub-committee members may or may not have on-going involvement in 
the action research.  Hopefully they will participate in subsequent interviews. 

PPWCMA Board – all members may elect to participate in some action research and 
interviews. 

Allies not initially part of the Leaders Group, but involved as the Alliance evolves – 
action research, interviews and surveys 

Allies not initially part of the broader alliance, but involved as the Alliance evolves – 
possible action research through action planning processes facilitated by Alliance/RCS, 
interviews and/or surveys 

Potential Allies – people who have not previously identified as allies of the RCS but 
become so through engagement process - possible action research through action 
planning processes facilitated by Alliance/RCS, interviews and/or surveys 

Others – observers of the process but not involved, possibly people from other regions 
who have contact with PPWCMA staff through various forums – interviews or surveys 

Timetable of research activities 

Participants Type of research activity Probable timing 

PPWCMA staff Action research & semi-
structured interviews 

May and ongoing, timing to 
be determined by group 

PPWCMA RCS Sub-
committee 

Action research & semi-
structured interviews 

May – further activities to 
be determined by group 

PPWCMA Board Semi-structured interviews, 
possibly action research 

To be determined by them 
based on discussion with 
sub-committee 

Leaders Group Action research, semi-
structured interviews, 
surveys 

June or July 

Allies in Leaders Group Action research, semi-
structured interviews, 
surveys 

August or September 

Allies in other scales of 
Alliance 

Semi-structured interviews, 
surveys, data from action 
planning 

Yet to be determined 

Potential Allies Semi-structured interviews, 
surveys, data from action 
planning 

Yet to be determined 
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Others Semi-structured interviews, 
surveys 

Yet to be determined 

 

How do we decide who is included and who is not, as there may be consequences from 
selective inclusion and exclusion? 

Research participants will initially be from PPWCMA staff and RCS Sub-committee.  
Invitations to form the Leaders Group will come from the PPWCMA after undertaking a 
Stakeholder Analysis (SA).  Rationale and criteria for these initial invitations will be 
developed and documented through the SA and shared with the Leaders Group to build 
on, possibly at their initial gathering. A consideration in the criteria will be the potential 
consequences of exclusion and how they will be managed.  The Leaders Group will be 
invited to participate in the research early in their development. 

Beyond these initial participants, others will be identified and invited to participate as they 
become involved in the Alliance or connected with the RCS or PPWCMA and relevant to 
the research.  Broadly speaking, participation will be inclusive of people who are invited to 
participate on the basis of the SA, their willingness to participate and the relevance of the 
activities to their stake in the catchment, the Alliance and the RCS.  

Invitations will be consistent with the engagement process and the timing will be 
negotiated initially with PPWCMA staff and the Leaders Group.  Beyond this will be 
negotiated with those involved.   

Will participants share ownership of any research results?  

Data generated through the action research sessions will be incorporated into the RCS and 
the Alliance as they develop.  This is the inevitable nature of action research and the 
contribution it can make through cycles of continual improvement. 

The research results beyond this will remain the property of Moragh, for use in her 
doctoral thesis.  Moragh is the person who needs to ensure confidentiality of the research 
participants and who will provide an independent assessment of the Alliance and RCS 
approaches.  Research participants are made aware of this through the Participant 
Information Sheet and the Consent Sheet. 

Sharing of relevant data and its analysis in a separate evaluation of the Alliance and RCS is 
not precluded.  Use of such data will need to assure confidentiality, be negotiated on the 
basis of the context of its use and not be misrepresentative.  It is likely that the PPWCMA 
will run an evaluation process at some stage during the period the research is undertaken. 

What constraints will the research operate within?  Likely constraints include time, money 
and access to research participants.  

Shane Scanlon will be PPWCMA’s representative and Moragh’s contact for discussing any 
issues arising, processes and protocols for communication and identifying other people 
relevant to these discussions.  Shane and Moragh will begin by meeting once a month and 
adapt this as necessary. 
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It is envisaged that the PPWCMA staff group and the Leaders Group they will set ground 
rules for managing their processes. 

Moragh is bound by the Charles Sturt University processes and protocols in regards to 
duration of study, resources available and ethics.  Moragh’s doctoral research began in July 
2011 and extends to July 2014.  She has access to limited funds for expenditure on 
research related travel and material expenses.  Moragh must also submit ethics 
application, receive approval and abide by stipulations in the approval before collecting 
and analysing any data. 

It is agreed that the quality and integrity of the research will be improved by seeking broad 
participation in the research.  Both Moragh and PPWCMA will encourage broad 
participation whilst being mindful of capacity, time and money constraints. 

How much flexibility does this agreement have?  Is it acceptable to change ways of working 
with people if they indicate the desire for or appropriateness of other methods, especially 
as new people become involved? 

The research goal of seeking to understand how social learning can contribute to 
innovation in Integrated Catchment Management will guide the research design and 
analysis.  However, it is desirable for action research to be a flexible process.  This 
agreement is therefore based on trust, which adaptations along the way are likely and can 
be accommodated through discussion and agreement, and always in respect of the goal.  
Regular reviews of the research will be undertaken by the researcher in partnership with 
Shane Scanlon and others, as they, the timing and content determine.  

What will the review process be for ensuring the research is meeting the needs of those 
involved and achieving its goal? How should this operate and who should be involved? How 
frequently should we ‘check-in’? 

The nature of action research is that planning, acting and reflecting support a constant 
cycle of review, such that as issues arise, actions are planned and taken, reflection on 
results feeds into the next phase of planning and so on.  Whilst these cycles will focus 
participants on the Alliance and RCS, some attention will also be on how the research can 
contribute in real time to the process, taking on board any improvements that can be 
made.  

Beyond this, three monthly research summaries will be written up and presented to Shane.  
This will include what research activities have been undertaken, what is planned and any 
issues raised that go beyond the scope of the groups involved in the action research.  
Depending on the content and issues raised other individuals and groups may be involved 
in reviewing the research more broadly in the context of it achieving its goal. 

What other types of communication do you think are needed and with who? E.g. reports on 
a regular basis, to the staff, board, Alliance…..? 

The three monthly bulletins will protect confidentiality and therefore can be shared with 
the PPWCMA Board and staff and the Alliance.  They will make the call on whether they 
want to read them. 
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It may be desirable to use data from the three monthly bulletins in communications about 
the RCS and the Alliance.  This will be possible if the research is not compromised and if it 
complements the engagement of participants in the Alliance and RCS. 

Is there interest in the research contributing to the evaluation of the RCS and the Alliance? 
How might this work? 

Yes, it is quite likely that research data and analysis could contribute to evaluation 
processes run by the PPWCMA and separate to the research.  Discussions and agreements 
will be reached as the evaluation mechanisms are determined and with commitment to 
the confidentiality and integrity of the research. 
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Appendix 2 - Investigation of a community initiated stewardship 

system and its contribution to natural resource management 

Proposed Action Research with Upper Barwon and Surf Coastal & Inland 
Plains Landcare Networks and Otway Agro-forestry Network 

Aim: This research project aims to explore the contribution of social learning to 
innovation in regional NRM governance in Corangamite.   It will do this by 
exploring how social learning supports the development of a community-based 
stewardship system and how this system then interacts with and influences the 
regional NRM governance regime. 

Objectives  

1. Facilitate a series of action planning workshops with participants from Upper 
Barwon Landcare Network, Surf Coast & Inland Plains Landcare Network and 
Otway Agroforestry Network to develop a community-based stewardship system.    

2. Simultaneously employ action research and other qualitative research methods to 
explore how social learning contributes to this community initiated response to 
natural resource management (NRM) governance within the Corangamite region 
of Victoria. 

3. Create a research case study that investigates and documents how social learning 
supports community-based innovation in NRM governance and identifies 
important practices and institutional arrangements for developing and maintaining 
social learning. 

Introduction 

Systemic change is needed to ensure community participation in the governance of natural 
resources is valued and valuable.  Natural Resource Management (NRM) issues are socially 
and ecologically complex, highly uncertain and frequently contested. Traditional western 
NRM governance uses rational planning models and heavy reliance on scientific/expert 
opinion, a top-down approach that assumes problems are definable and manageable, 
drawing on this sub-set of knowledge. Local and emerging knowledge, held by people and 
communities strongly connected to resources and associated issues, contests top down 
approaches and their narrow definition of knowledge.   

Community participation in NRM is drawn from notions of civil society. People and 
communities want to participate in NRM governance and practice.  However, an array of 
issues and differences with the way governments and communities work reduce 
effectiveness of civil participation.   Social learning is proposed as a way to support much 
needed innovation, where multiple stakeholders are involved throughout cycles of 
adaptive governance. Further information on social learning and innovation is attached in 
Appendix I.   

This proposed research is part of a broader study set in the context of public participation 
in natural resource management (NRM) governance within regional governance settings. 
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Action research combined with other qualitative data collection and analysis methods will 
enable exploration of social learning in this and one other case within two regional NRM 
governance regions in Victoria.   

Context 

The Corangamite Catchment Management Authority (CCMA) is the primary facilitator of 
natural resource management (NRM) within a regional governance regime setting. The 
terms governance regime and governance framework are used here following the 
definitions in Paavola et al. (2009) where they distinguish governance regimes as the 
collective of formal and informal institutions that have influence over the behaviour of 
actors within the regime and governance frameworks as the institutional arrangements 
established to achieve particular goals of any part or all of the regime. Institutions are 
defined as any structure or mechanism of social order and cooperation governing the 
behaviour of a set of individuals within a given human community.  

The NRM governance regime for the Corangamite region therefore includes both 
government and community-based organisations that are responsible for or actively 
involved in natural resource/environmental management.  The main governance 
framework is the Regional Catchment Strategy, though other strategies and plans, such as 
the Upper Barwon Landcare Network Business Plan and local government plans and 
strategies, are important in framing institutional arrangements and practices of those 
organisations, their partnerships and the areas they care for.  In this way, they contribute 
to regional NRM governance.  

Commonly, in regional governance regimes, issues arise between scales that cause barriers 
to communication and action. Institutionalised ways of thinking and doing, within 
government and community-based organisations, is one of these barriers.  Another is a 
lack of effective communication and planning between scales. Assessments of how well 
governance frameworks ‘fit’ the scales and institutions they interact with have found that 
predominantly top-down approaches to policy and framework design, implementation and 
evaluation have underestimated the contribution that community-based NRM can 
contribute to NRM and social outcomes.  

Background 

In 2010, the Community Engagement and Landcare (CEL) Unit and the Land Health Unit of 
the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE), Victoria developed a research 
project to explore the potential adoption and adaptation of the Western Port Land 
Stewardship (WPLS) system.  DSE’s interest was particularly focussed on broadening 
support for voluntary mechanisms that encourage landholders to reach a minimum 
standard of environmental duty of care.  The project, the Land Stewardship Replication 
Trial, was designed to better understand the practices that support development of 
community-based stewardship systems, incorporating standards for land management. 

Members of the Upper Barwon Landcare Network (UBLN) participated in this trial along 
with representatives from the Corangamite Catchment Management Authority (CCMA), 
Surf Coast Shire Council and Colac-Otways Shire Council.  From January to June 2011, 
working groups from the Landcare Network and the CCMA and two Shire Councils 
participated in 9 workshops.  A process of action research, with three rounds of inquiry, 
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enabled participating organisations to assess the merits of the WPLS system and plan how 
they would create community-based stewardship in their region. Two other Landcare 
Networks and the CMA from the Wimmera region also participated. 

The working groups were introduced to the WPLS system and participants then identified: 
the land management and social issues currently facing their organisation; existing 
programs, projects and activities that aligned with the WPLS system; gaps which 
components of the system might fill; and goals likely to win strong support.  Applying Force 
Field analyses (Dick 2001), participants identified enablers and constraints on establishing 
community-based stewardship and voluntary standards for land management.  Research 
questions were developed with each working group to reflect their interest and thinking.  
The UBLN working group agreed on these questions: 

- What could enable landholder acceptance of voluntary environmental 
standards and a community-based stewardship system? 

- What could constrain landholder acceptance of voluntary environmental 
standards and a community-based stewardship system? 

Whilst the CCMA working group agreed to explore this question: What is the potential for 
environmental standards to contribute to environmental outcomes using voluntary 
mechanisms? And the Shire Councils decided on this question: What is the potential for 
voluntary standards for environmental management to contribute to protection of 
landscapes and natural assets? 

Working groups from UBLN and the CCMA selected two or three of the most promising 
enablers and constraints, and explored what action might be needed. Land Stewardship 
Development Plans were created using each Working Group’s analysis and action steps 
from the workshops.  A final gathering of all Working Groups at Stawell in June 2011 
allowed each organisation to present their conclusions to others, increasing understanding 
between organisations and identifying possible future collaboration within each of the 
regions. 

Proposal 

Conduct at least four action planning sessions to initially review the Landcare Stewardship 
Development Plan and then plan and take action on the next stages of creating a 
community-based stewardship system.  Participants in these sessions will be from each of 
the Upper Barwon and Surf Coast & Inland Plains Landcare Networks and the Otway 
Agroforestry Network. It is likely that members of partner organisations will also be invited 
to contribute to this project and associated research.  It is also likely that further sessions 
will be conducted through a phase of trialling and implementation of the community-based 
stewardship system during 2013. 

Of critical importance to this collective group is that they create a community-based 
stewardship system that corresponds to the social, farming and NRM interests and needs 
of their respective communities through broad stakeholder engagement.  Of particular 
interest to them is, how they will do this, how will this system support achievement of their 
organisational goals? and will it enable greater community participation in NRM 
governance and action?   Of interest to the research is how does social learning contribute 
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to the creation of community-based stewardship and to community participation in NRM 
governance?   These are proposed as draft research questions and will ideally be reviewed 
and agreed upon by the group early in the first action planning session. Additionally a 
project goal needs to be discussed and agreed upon. A possible goal could be: 

• Create and trial a community-based stewardship system and review its community 
acceptance and use and its contribution to organisational goals  

An additional goal may be:  

• Assess the impact of the community-based stewardship system on community 
participation in regional NRM governance. 

The project goal(s) and research questions will be taken into each action planning session 
to guide facilitated discussion: 

• on issues and assumptions amongst participants in relation to the project goal(s) 
and research questions 

• identification of possible impacts of these issues – enabling or constraining the 
project goal(s) 

• plan actions and reflect on actions taken aimed at enhancing opportunities and 
reducing constraints  

• identify theories of action, test and reflect on these through action taken 

• review and evaluate results 

Each session would therefore include reflection on actions taken, identify further issues 
and assumptions that arose, then plan next round of action – undertake actions between 
sessions – and return for more reflection and planning at each session.  Diagram 2 
illustrates the proposed action planning/action research cycle.  Each session would be of 
approximately two hours duration. 

 

Diagram 1 illustrating the cycle of and connection between Action Planning (in the centre) 
and Action Research which occurs concurrently 
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Table 1 Proposed schedule of action planning and Research sessions 

Month Who Purpose Notes 

July Participants 
from UBLN, 
SCIPN & OAN 

Review the Stewardship 
Development Plan and outputs 
required from CCMA funding 

Notes were taken 
and circulated 
prior to August 
session 

August Participants 
from UBLN, 
SCIPN & OAN – 
plus new 
participants 

Joint planning sessions and 
exploration of project goals and 
research questions.  Identification of 
steps and actions to initiate 
community-based stewardship 

Discuss who else 
to invite to be 
involved in this 
action planning 
group 

September 

Participants 
from UBLN, 
SCIPN & OAN –
plus additional 
invitees 

Review actions taken and plan next 
steps.  Reflect on goals & research 
question 

Who else might 
now be invited? 

October Participants 
from UBLN, 
SCIPN & OAN – 
plus additional 
invitees 

Review actions taken and plan next 
steps 

 

November Participants 
from UBLN, 
SCIPN & OAN – 
plus additional 
invitees 

Review actions taken and plan next 
steps. 

Reflect on goals & research question 

 

December Participants 
from UBLN, 
SCIPN & OAN – 
plus additional 
invitees 

Review progress towards community-
based stewardship, other issues that 
have arisen and actions taken in 
response. Reflect on results.  Plan 
action for 2013 

 

In summary 

This research project will facilitate cycles of action planning that aim to: 

1. create and pilot a community-based stewardship system and review its 
contribution to NRM governance and practice in the Corangamite region; 

2. improve understanding of the issues related to community-based NRM; 
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3. reflect on, plan and take action in response to these issues to subsequently reduce 
barriers and enhance opportunities for a successful community-based stewardship 
system and community involvement in NRM; 

4. contribute to the body of knowledge regarding NRM governance, with particular 
focus on the interplay between local, network and regional scales of interest and 
action and; 

5. to share this learning through publications and presentations.  

Appendix I Some key points on Social Learning and Social Innovation  

Social Learning 

Social learning is facilitated interaction between stakeholders brought together through 
common interests or issues. It enables: 

• Shared understanding of the range of issues and each other’s perspectives on 
these issues;  

• Common understanding of the interdependencies of each other’s actions and their 
impacts on such things as catchments, common pool resources or socio-ecological 
systems;  

• Creation of new knowledge and joint evaluation in order to make collective 
decisions leading to concerted action. 

• It employs cycles of continuous improvement in the context of adaptive 
management 

Social learning is: 

 “…a process of co-creation of knowledge and transforming action….institutionalising 
collective action by creating ‘space’ for the capacity of institutions and policies to be 
changed by (that) collective action…” (SLIM, 2004c)  

Social learning can build understanding in complex, uncertain and contested situations 
because it: 

• Builds relational capacity between stakeholders and so addresses issues of trust, 
power, motivation, assumptions and conflict resolution….. it therefore has the 
potential to achieve agreement and reduce trade-offs 

• Develops joint stakeholder goals, knowledge and expectations and seeks 
agreement on ‘concerted action’; its goal is to be non-coercive;  

• Is an adaptive management strategy that can inform policy and practice through 
trusted iterative processes; 

• Can lead to communities of practice that support enduring processes of learning, 
adapting & improving.  
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Social learning has led to changes in practices at farm scale up to catchment scale.  For 
further reading on the definitions of social learning and links to information on its 
application please go to http://learningforsustainability.net/social_learning/ and for 
international application of social learning at catchment scale please read various Briefing 
Papers AND Case Studies from the SLIM Project, to be found at http://slim.open.ac.uk/  .  
Other references available on request. 

 

Social Innovation 

The intent of social innovation is to create change at a systemic level.    It is about the big 
ideas needed to deal with the big challenges of social inequality, environmental 
degradation, resource depletion and climate change at local, national and international 
scales.  It is about the transformation of social and institutional governance arrangements 
needed to challenge the unsustainable development pathways that human civilisation 
continues to follow. 

Whilst technical innovations may cause advances in single fields or efficiencies in 
measures, they continue to progress with some impunity from the interdependency of 
their actions on natural resources and consequences on other fields. Innovation, in this 
light could be seen as a ‘double-edged sword’ – advancing a single pathway but potentially 
impacting negatively on others and on the whole system. The development of innovative 
technologies based on fossil fuel consumption is a pertinent example. 

As Albert Einstein so wisely said “The thinking that caused the problem will not provide the 
solution”.  Proponents of social innovation seek new ways of supporting social 
responsibility and public participation, in creating and enacting solutions to problems at 
appropriate scales, with a strong emphasis on the local and regional scales of operation. In 
the context of natural resource management, social innovation supports decentralisation 
of decision making to local and regional groups: it seeks to build the capacity of these 
groups so they are able to tackle the challenges; it seeks policy environments that support 
broad strategy settings and autonomy at the regional and local scales to achieve those 
strategies. 

Other ideas that align well with social innovation in the context of Integrated Catchment 
Management can be found in the following papers (used as references in this summary), 
available for free download from: 

• the web site of The International Journal of the Commons, 
www.thecommonsjournal.org   

Marshall, G. (2008) “Nesting, Subsidiarity, and Community-based environmental 
Governance beyond the Local Scale” 

AND 

• www.innovation.cc/.../westley2antadze2make_difference_final.pdf  

http://learningforsustainability.net/social_learning/
http://slim.open.ac.uk/
http://www.thecommonsjournal.org/
http://www.innovation.cc/.../westley2antadze2make_difference_final.pdf


Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance  Page - 261 - 

 

Westley, F. and N. Antadze (2010) Making a difference: Strategies for scaling social 
innovation for greater impact 

There is also an Australian Social Innovation web site to be found at:  
http://www.tacsi.org.au/ 
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Appendix 3 – Sample Notes from AR session with Site A 

Action Research session with Environmental Strategy Team (EST), Monday November 12th, 
2012  

Agenda 

1. Discuss ORID or similar process to provide some structure for session 
2. On what basis can research findings be introduced to discussions? 
3. Review goal and actions from last session – what further actions? 
4. Discuss any other issues and further actions 

4.1. Interviews with cluster groups 
Notes 

1. Moragh proposed using the ORID process to give our reflection and planning sessions 
some structure and consistency and research rigour.  

ORID stands for Observation, Reflection, Interpretation, Decision – and Moragh’s 
reading of this process was that: 

Observation and Reflection align with the reflection component of the 
reflect, plan, act adaptive management cycle we are using 

Interpretation and Decision align with the planning component 

Action still occurs between sessions 

It was agreed that it offers a repeatable process we can use that provides an 
objective and reflective assessment prior to an interpretation and decision making, 
importantly with the potential to consider a wider array of observed issues than if 
we jump straight into the reflection and planning (which tends to be interpretive 
straight up). 

There was agreement that using the ORID process would be worthwhile trying out 
to see if we can use it to frame a more structured and consistent discussion 
without stifling thought.   

ACTION: Moragh to circulate a summary of the ORID techniques for facilitating discussion 
to the team and make a conscious effort to use at next session. 

2. Moragh asked the group to decide on a process to enable research documented in 
papers or books to be introduced to the group.  

It was discussed and agreed that this needs to be done in a way that does not 
cause undue influence on planning and action, but can provide useful insight. A 
broad process was agreed and then partially trialled in this session (see Issues 
flagged for further research): 

i. Team members flag issues for further research as they arise during sessions 
or from observation or experience during action 

ii. Prioritise these items based on their relevance and urgency 
iii. Moragh to search for papers or books that discuss these issues 
iv. Moragh to provide abstracts of papers or summaries of chapters that 

represent a balanced perspective of the issue 
v. Team to decide from this and possibly further discussion, which pieces of 

research offer insight into the issue and potential to enhance understanding, 
planning and action. 
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3. We began reflecting on the goal and actions identified from last session. It was 
accepted that the goal of “The Draft RCS be ready for public release by March 2013” 
was worthwhile keeping for now, although, with an acceptance that timelines may 
stretch as far as May/June.  The reasoning for this flexible timeline was that the 
process of working towards a public draft involves extensive consultation and alliance 
building with agency partners, and so much of this process is unknown and evolving, 
i.e. it’s hard to put a timeframe on this at this point.   

There was an acceptance that a public draft will be available by June at the latest, 
however, it was noted that the content of this public draft needs also to be viewed 
as flexible.  This was based on experiences and observations of EST staff working 
with agency partners who are at different stages in their connection with the RCS 
and have variable data available (quality & quantity).   

The main actions the EST are continuing with are a move away from Action 1 from 
22/10/12 notes (naming the alliance) and a concentration of effort on Action 2.  
This involves working directly with local government and agency partners, in local 
government clusters where capacity is ready and involving agency partners when 
possible, e.g. Parks Vic, DSE, MW.  These cluster groups are tending to self-identify 
based around existing relationships and common interests.  The EST staff have 
proposed groupings of local government and agency partners to form the clusters 
as a starting point and inviting them to respond with their acceptance or 
otherwise.  The concept and use of PRUs has been dropped and the notion is 
taking shape of supporting alliances at sub-regional and local scale forming around 
where the energy & capacity exists as an organic way of developing a regional 
alliance – watch this space.  

Developing technical reference groups around asset themes (Action 3) is still on 
the agenda, but some way down the track.  It is anticipated that these will evolve, 
as the cluster groups move towards a focus on targets for the assets. 

Further Actions 

3.1. Continue working with local government, in clusters where capacity exists.  Invite 
agency partners to participate in discussion and planning.  Planning and choice of 
techniques for these sessions includes: 

a. Identifying and choosing techniques to discuss the RCS and negotiate 
asset targets that will foster alliance thinking – e.g. social learning, 
neighbourhood planning, Delphi and Design Charrette  

b. Use existing tools where possible, e.g. collecting feedback from 
councils using web site feedback methods, and sharing this feedback 
between members of clusters 

3.2. Produce and circulate an enewsletter that updates people who attended the MCG 
gathering with what the PPWCMA learnt from that gathering, what has happened 
since and what is progressing. 

 

4. Discuss any other issues and further actions 
Issues flagged for further research – in priority order 

A. Processes that support social learning in cluster meetings – supportive not 
directive, alliance in action, positive and meaningful 
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a. This is relevant and urgent to help inform planning for cluster meetings 

B. Cross-scale decision making in NRM regional governance regimes and social-
ecological landscapes 

a. This is relevant and of next importance to potentially inform 
communications with PPWCMA Board and possibly the minister.  Focus of 
this research is regarding developing the RCS through alliance 
building/social learning approach and how this addresses constraints 
experienced in multi-scale governance regimes 

b. Of additional relevance may be some info on social-ecological landscapes 
and resilience theory 

C. Targets – how targets can constrain systems thinking, how targets can be used as 
indicators and measures of success within a collaborative approach 

D. How to engage heavily urbanised local government areas in NRM based RCS? 

E. Understanding the role of the Directors group – roles emerging include monitoring 
and reporting, governance, communications – on behalf of whole alliance. 

ACTION: Moragh will research issues A & B as a priority and work towards C, feeding 
information back to the group as it emerges. 

4.1. Interviews with cluster groups 
It was proposed and agreed that Moragh would conduct semi-structured interviews with 
cluster groups, in-line with timing of their meetings with EST staff.  The logic behind this is 
that interviewing partners in their cluster aligns with the intention of the CMA of 
strengthen their relationships as cluster groups and because issues raised will be relevant 
to this emerging model of working.  Interviews will be scheduled to occur as soon after the 
meeting of each cluster with EST staff.  The number of clusters will be limited to five 
clusters plus agency groups, e.g. DSE, MW & PV. 

ACTION: Shane and Moragh will refine the interview schedule to more clearly define the 
cluster groups. 

ACTION: Moragh will update interview questions based on current plans and action – 
circulate to EST staff for checking 

ACTION: EST staff to advise Moragh of when cluster meetings are scheduled so she can 
then organise follow-up interviews 
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Appendix 4 Critical reflection April 23rd to 27th 2012 

Before the action 

The "a" questions lead to practice. The "b" questions lead to theory: 

Planning and Reflecting on presentation of research to PPWCMA RCS Sub-
committee 

1a   What do I think are the salient features of the situation that I face? 

Gaining endorsement to proceed with the research from the RCS Sub-committee by: 

- Communicating effectively the aims and purpose of the research 
- Conveying the context and important issues raised in the literature 
- Explaining effectively what I think I can contribute to the RCS and Alliance 

processes 
- Seeking endorsement of the research and it’s place in the development of the 

RCS and the Alliance 
- A potential outcome would be to get them to sign consent forms which would 

then enable me to record the ensuing discussion.  My guess is that this will 
not be possible in the time available, so I will at the least reflect on the 
meeting and its outcomes. 

1b   Why do I think those are the salient features? What evidence do I have for this 
belief? 

I think it is very important that the sub-committee fully understand the purpose, 
context and potential contribution of the research so that they are comfortable to 
proceed, they will then support it, get involved and advocate on its behalf, their 
expectations will be reasonably well aligned with mine to start and at the very least 
we establish an open and honest rapport to begin with so hopefully we all feel 
comfortable to raise any contentious issues down the track. 

Evidence for this comes from the misunderstandings that I have seen arise between 
researchers and their clients, often too late to do anything about them.  Mainly due 
to differing expectations because not enough time was taken to establish agreement 
and little trust was established so the issues could not be resolved without the feeling 
of tension dominating.   

2a   If I am correct about the situation, what outcomes do I believe are desirable? 

The sub-committee will convey through verbal and physical communication and 
ways of responding that they understand and support the research and like and trust 
me to be involved.  They will provide feedback to the items on the agenda, 
contributing to the outcomes that the RCS Manager and I have listed as desirable 
from the meeting. 

Being able to record the discussion would be great as I anticipate that the members 
will raise important issues and insights that reflect their thinking at this stage. 
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2b   Why do I think those outcomes are desirable in that situation? 

I think the verbal and physical communication of understanding, interest and 
endorsement will convey a comprehensive acceptance of the research and of me to 
undertake it.  This is important in the early stages of relationship development when 
establishing trust and openness in communication.  The outcomes as identified on 
the agenda come after the outline, summary and details of my involvement, so if they 
are still listening and building on this information in their responses, I find this very 
desirable as it shows they get it, they have been listening and they are keen to 
continue on the basis we outline. 

Having the members consent to participate and allowing me to a record the 
conversation is desirable so that I can use the data.  They have contributed to the 
design of the alliance and the RCS as web based and so I believe recording their 
thinking and being able to use this data will be important in understanding the 
situation and analysing the data. 

3a   If I am correct about the situation and the desirability of the outcomes, what 
actions do I think will give me the outcomes? 

- Open, respectful communication 
- Following the agenda 
- Some excitement and enthusiasm for the project by demonstrating passion 

and thoughtfulness 
- Demonstrating through my information and ways of communicating that I 

am in touch with the issues, my proposed methods suit the situation and 
context and that I have the confidence and skill to undertake the project 

- Asking for clarification and confirmation 

3b   Why do I think those actions will deliver those outcomes in that situation? 

I believe these actions are good ways to establish trust and rapport and to inspire and 
enthuse people. From the little I know about the members of the sub-committee, I 
believe they are committed and impassioned about improving community 
involvement in the RCS and its outcomes. I aim to convey to them that not only do I 
have the information, knowledge and skills but also the passion and enthusiasm.  
These are important parts of inspiring people to act and change and to know they 
have passionate and committed support behind them so they proceed with the 
confidence and the knowledge that they are not alone – doing it alone or alone in 
their beliefs. 

Sticking to an agenda and finishing on time always does wonders for achieving what 
you set out to. 

 Time constraints are likely to inhibit the additional outcomes I am seeking. 

After the action 

0a   Did I get the outcomes that I want? Or, more realistically, what were the 
outcomes that I got, and how well do these accord with those I sought? 
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The outcomes were very much what I was aiming for.  The sub-committee members 
gave their enthusiastic verbal endorsement, although they are still keen to read the 
supplementary material – the Research Agreement and the Summary notes.  They 
expressed interest in the information that I provided, they built on it from their own 
perspectives, we tossed around other ideas and reached agreement on the next steps 
for initiating the alliance.  The outcomes were all very much in-line with what I was 
seeking and their enthusiastic responses were a delight and inspired me in turn. 

We did not have enough time to go through the Participant Info Sheet and Consent 
Form, as I suspected, so I was unable to record the conversation.  The RCS Manager 
did take notes on issues as they were raised and discussed, and so I will seek 
permission to use these notes.  He is an excellent note taker and reflector.  I will try 
and be more conscious of that and make use of his skills when appropriate. 

0b   To the extent that I got them, do I still want them? Why, or why not? 

Yes, the outcomes are definitely still desirable because the research is now accepted 
by the Sub-committee as an important component of developing the RCS and 
Alliance; The RCS Team and I now know what steps are important to do next and we 
can all proceed with confidence that we are in agreement and are happy to be 
working with each other. 

I think the notes the Research Manager took will be fairly comprehensive and so 
therefore good enough to use 

0c   To the extent that I didn't get them, why not? 

The meeting was a little rushed at the end because we ran out of time.  I am very 
confident though, that I am not mis-judging their enthusiastic responses. 

This final question then returns in more details to the earlier planning questions: 

1a   In what ways was I mistaken about the situation? 

It would have been better if the Sub-committee members had the agenda that RCS 
Manager and I prepared before the meeting.  Also, it may have been beneficial that 
they could have read the research agreement and the research summary.  They could 
have been more prepared to ask specific questions.  Two of the members asked for 
the material before the meeting started which indicated that they are in the habit of 
preparing themselves and that they noted its absence.  

1b. Which of my assumptions about the situation misled me? 

I had assumed that they would be loaded up with material for the Board meeting that 
they attended in the first half of the day and that they wouldn’t expect or miss an 
agenda, for which I thought was a fairly informal meeting.  I was wrong about this 
and at the very least I should have given them the opportunity to read minutes and 
other material.  In retrospect I do remember aiming to send them the material 
beforehand, but then forgot, partly because the meeting was scheduled for a date 
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much sooner than I had expected and I didn’t re-organise my thinking and time 
accordingly.  There was a bit of the “wing it’ mentality at play there. 

1c   What have I learned? What different conclusions will I reach about similar 
situations in future? 

I have learnt that I need to be more prepared beforehand and ensure that I have 
plenty of time to seek agreement with staff or participants about process beforehand 
so that everyone can go into the sessions/discussions as prepared as possible. 

I also learnt that I need to ignore or don’t even form assumptions about people, 
especially before I know them very well.  Battling assumptions in the middle of a 
discussion is very distracting.   

I have learnt that passion is a really important ingredient when inspiring people’s 
interest and enthusiasm, and yet focussing on the core purpose of what it is you are 
trying to achieve – combining passion and purpose is the key, finding out what 
ignites the passion and recognition and articulation of the purpose is the challenge.  I 
will reflect on this more before going into meetings and planning workshops.  
Passion with purpose. 

2a   In what ways was I mistaken about the desirability of the pursued outcomes? 

I don’t believe I was mistaken about the desirability, just a little over ambitious for 
where we would get to in the session.  I can see now that expecting the sub-
committee members to complete the Participant Info Sheets and Consent forms was 
not going to happen, as they needed to reflect on the discussions and read the 
supplementary material I had described before they could commit. 

Essentially, I desired their endorsement and supportive feedback of the research 
based on a clear understanding of what I was proposing and their commitment to 
being involved. 

2b   Which of my reasons for favouring those outcomes misled me? 

I was eager to get on with collecting data and knew that the discussion would be a 
valuable one in that the sub-committee members and the staff members were 
entering into a planning phase for initiating the Alliance, and I believed that there 
would be some valuable insights into their thinking at this stage, which I hoped to 
record.  I should have thought about the RCS Manager taking notes, which he did, as 
a way of recording the discussion.  I need to think more carefully about what is 
realistic to achieve in a meeting and plan contingencies when desired outcomes are 
not going to happen as I had planned. 

2c   What have I learned? What outcomes will I try to pursue when next I'm in such a 
situation? 

I think I may pursue a more focussed discussion on the bits/thoughts/concepts that 
inspire a passionate response to the issues/subject and how the passion links or 
supports the purpose.  What are the inspirational bits and how can they realistically 



Transforming governance together: A co-inquiry into practices for co-designing adaptive governance  Page - 269 - 

 

and materially support interest and commitment to the purpose and desired 
outcomes.  I think this is leading to a vision, however, I am hesitant because   

3a   Did I succeed in carrying out the planned actions? If not, what prevented or 
discouraged me? What have I learned about myself, my skills, my attitudes, and so 
on? 

To the main part I did succeed. I used the outline that I had created, in which I did 
have two options for how the meeting could have gone – the least number of agenda 
items covered was how it turned out.  I integrated the feedback that the RCS 
Manager gave me, which was to focus on 1, 2, 3a and 6 and did follow this order in my 
presentation and to check that we were achieving the minimum set of outcomes we 
were hoping for.  I think I have confirmed that I am able to be flexible and responsive 
to the situation, adapting my expectations as discussions transpire.  I know my skills 
are good for planning and evaluating what reasonable outcomes would be, but I 
believe I haven’t spent enough focussed thinking on this, so I think I may come 
across as quite laid back, which may be misconstrued for lack of organisation.  I 
would like to strike a better balance between flexibility and co-ordinated planning.  I 
probably do have a reasonable element of what the RCS Manager calls “winging it” 
and I get away with it for the most part because I do undertake preparation and 
planning.  I do want to inspire solid confidence in people that I am prepared and 
capable of co-ordinating the Action Research and so will be more mindful of 
preparing realistic agenda’s, discussing and sharing these with those at the meeting 
beforehand and starting with a brief check at the beginning of the meeting that 
everything we aim to discuss and achieve is possible, and then make any adjustments 
if necessary.  This means a current set of expectations is shared between everyone, 
right before the meeting/workshop starts. 

3b   If I did carry out the actions, in what ways was I mistaken about the effect they 
would have? Which of my assumptions about the actions misled me? 

I underestimated the effect the research context would have on the people in the 
meeting, particularly the sub-committee members.  Once I had raised several issues 
and presented my focus of research, they got quite excited and delved into quite a lot 
of detailed reflection and discussion about the links, the consequences of different 
options, the possibilities.  I assumed that presenting a summary of the literature 
review would simply be a presentation of information, rather than lead to inspired 
discussion.  Once the sub-committee members got started on discussion, I didn’t 
want to interfere and so I felt a bit out of control as the agenda seemed to slip away 
in its importance and impact.  The assumption here is that “have an agenda, will 
follow”, but clearly I needed to be more aware of the possibility of them being 
inspired by a convergence of ideas and movement closer to initiating the alliance, 
which is what they have all been working towards for such a long time.  The 
enthusiasm they expressed was great and made us all feel positive about the future, 
so I didn’t spend long worrying about not fulfilling the agenda, but I was conscious of 
looking for an opening in the discussion where I could revert back to unfinished 
items.  The RCS Manager helped also.   
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3c   What have I learned? What actions will I try next time I am pursuing similar 
outcomes in a similar situation. 

I believe, had everyone contributed to and agreed on the agenda beforehand, then we 
would have all been more conscious of ensuring we focussed on discussions that 
would lead to resolution of the desired outcomes.  I will definitely make sure we do 
this days before the meeting where possible, or at the very least at the beginning of 
the meeting. 
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Appendix 5 A Guide to Systems Mapping   

Extracts from Armson (2011) Growing Wings on the Way. Triarchy Press, Axminster, UK  

In this activity we will start by listing things that are relevant to our chosen Snappy System 
and then place these into a systems map. 

Why? Systems maps show the structure of and relationships between the things listed. 
Systems maps show the boundary; the hierarchy of sub-systems; and the system 
environment.  They are essentially a snapshot and carry no more weight than a list, but 
make it easier to interpret the situation because they display systems and sub-systems that 
belong together.  They are useful in the early stages of thinking about a mess because they 
enable us to clarify thinking about what is happening, to experiment with boundaries and 
which levels within hierarchies to focus on. 

Phase 1 - Each participant create a list of things that relate to the Snappy System. List 
things such as people, ideas, processes, organisations, artefacts and other kinds of entities 

Phase 2 – Share your list of things with others in the group and write all items on post-it 
notes, clarifying understanding and avoiding duplication as you go 

Phase 3 – Co-create a systems map from your combined list of things relevant to the 
Snappy System. Follow these steps: 

• Draw a large oval shape, representing the system boundary on a piece of butcher’s 
paper 

• Place the post-it notes inside the blob in clusters that are connected by a common 
theme, negotiating as you go about why things go together. Ask “What else belongs in 
this system?” 

• Clusters are sub-systems of the wider system and within them sub-sub-systems can 
exist.  Ask “What level does this thing happen or exist?” to help decide on sub- & sub-
sub-systems 

• Some things are connected but go outside the boundary – Ask “Is this part of another or 
bigger system?” 

• Aim for no more than nine sub-systems and remember seven is the magical number 

• Name the sub-systems – Ask “What does this cluster represent?” (Think theme) 

When creating systems maps: 

1 Use ideas of structure, hierarchy and boundary to draw systems maps.  Make boundary 
judgements as you go but be prepared to start again as you change your mind.  Re-
drafting is a sign that you are developing your thinking and creating more 
understanding as you experiment with boundaries around systems and sub-systems. 

2 Make clear notes of all the insights, questions and ideas that emerge from this 
exploration.  Be prepared for surprises as you search for elements of systemicity in the 
mess.  You will discover things about the mess, about your own thinking about it and 
about other ways of seeing the situation.  Almost everyone who looks at their mess 
through the understandascope of systems gains delightful insights.   
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