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ABSTRACT: Mechanisms of Collaboration and Engagement 

 

“Collaborating with colleagues and engaging with external stakeholders is the proven method for 

success.” So why don’t we do it more? Why is collaboration more rhetorical than practical?  

 

Until now, collaborative initiatives have been constrained by three major and inter-related handicaps: 

(1) the tendency to hold onto oversimplified stylizations of complex, multi-stakeholder systems that were 

designed for more well-structured and stylized problems;  

(2) the reluctance to abandon those worn-out conventional methods (because of the intellectual capital 

already invested in them) and their associated organizational paradigms even when they have proven 

to be most unhelpful in dealing with the ill-structured problems generated by complex systems and 

the no-one-is-in-charge type of organizations that characterize collaboration; and 

(3) the tendency to slip into fanciful thinking when it comes to considering how collaboration will 

ultimately materialize. Most people naively presume that collaboration will come forth 

spontaneously, without clearly explaining why it should be so, or the mechanisms by which it may be 

catalyzed, reified, or sustained. This naiveté frequently turns to frustration and then to forms of 

‘coerced collaboration’ when willing cooperation fails to immaculately conceive. This experience is 

so widespread that it led the former US Surgeon General, Jocelyn Elders, to remind all (and not 

without a bit of irony) that, de facto, collaboration continues to be seen “as an un-natural act between 

non-consenting adults”.  

 

Collaboration demands a new combination of governing paradigm and management skills to deal with the 

broad set of challenges that confront one in designing suitable stewardship for hybrid organizations or the 

broader, socio-technical systems so common in our turbulent modern world. The need for collaboration 

arises when power, resources, and knowledge are widely distributed among stakeholders. Effective 

collaboration bridges the silos across organizational units, and bridges moments across time.  

 

Effective collaboration is also effective engagement in that it respects and builds upon the shared 

ownership held by various stakeholders. It is does not, however, reflect the type of fraudulent engagement 

most often observed where one party pretends to listen and the other party pretends they have had an 

influence. 
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Current approaches to collaboration tend to fail because they neglect to define precise ways to build into 

collaboration inquiring and ‘wayfinding’ systems to support a level of stewardship capable of ensuring 

the requisite social learning and cooperation. In particular, they frequently underestimate the central 

importance of developing a repertoire of tools and affordances to bolster collaboration through dynamic 

processes of monitoring, reflection, and self-adjustment in order to provide the necessary trust, process 

guidance, learning, and innovation.  

 

This paper will explore the pragmatic mindset crucial to collaboration: one that is framed by a ‘mode of 

inquiry’ that embraces paradoxes, tolerates multiple perspectives, and indulges in experimentation and 

serious play with whatever quasi-analytical protocols may be at hand.  Since collaboration will not 

emerge organically, this paper will explore the practical mechanisms that might help to develop effective 

collaborative regimes. One such mechanism is the use of an inquiring system as an assemblage of 

learning heuristics, that are capable of affording trust and empathy, innovation, joint leadership, shared 

commitment and mutual accountability.  
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“Common be your intention; common be your hearts;  
common be your thoughts, so that there may be thorough union among you.”  

 
The final passage of the Rig Veda, the oldest book  

in human history, dating back over 5,000 years and arguably  
much further given it stems from an oral tradition that  

significantly predates its written form. 
 

 

The third theme of this year’s IPAC annual conference, “Collaboration and Engagement” is an 

ancient and recurrent human story. In promoting this theme, the conference organizers at IPAC 

suggested, “The individual achieves more by working with others than … by working alone. 

Collaborating with colleagues and engaging with external stakeholders is the proven method for 

success. There is growing evidence across the country … that some issues are too complex to be 

addressed by a single department or agency. There is also a mountain of evidence that 

collaboration … is more effective and efficient than if government were to do it alone.”  

 

If this is so, then why don’t we do it more often? Why aren’t we better at it? Why does the all the 

talk of collaboration seem more like rhetorical palaver than the genuine article?ii   

 

In a few words – we’re not very skilled at it. When it comes to collaboration, our thinking is 

clouded by whimsical and fanciful notions. Governments in particular suffer from a serious 

learning disability when it comes to collaboration. In this paper, therefore, I want to explore why 

this may be so and what we might do to overcome this learning disability to reap the potential 

benefits of collaboration the conference organizers have pointed to.  

 

First, we need to understand what collaboration is and how it is connected to the notion of 

engagement. Next we need to understand how to begin our approach to collaboration. What do 

we need to pay attention to? What are the handicaps and practice barriers that keep us from 
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acting collaboratively and, in particular, what role does leadership play in the success or failure 

of a collaborative venture? With this background, I would like to present the notion of an 

‘inquiring system’ developed by my colleagues and I at the Centre on Governance and how we 

can use it to help design our interactions together in ways that foster better collaboration. 

Inquiring systems are based on a mindset of inquiry, the use of heuristics and the application of 

affordances. One affordance that is particularly useful in this regard is that of a checklist, and so 

finally I would like to explore what a collaborative checklist might look like.  It is hoped that 

through this kind of self reflection, we might be able to avoid much of the questionable thinking 

that hampers us from reaping the full benefits of collaboration.  

 

Let’s begin with some definitions. Regrettably, people have many differing ideas of what 

collaboration entails. Some of the synonyms we use for collaboration include: cooperation, 

teamwork and partnership, but these terms can apply to a wide range of activities. For instance, 

not long ago a Crossing Boundaries survey observed that despite a near total consensus among 

Canadian public sector managers (over 98.4% of respondents) on the importance of partnerships 

as necessary and legitimate tools for policy making and program delivery, there was “no 

common understanding of the term ‘partnership’“iii.  Descriptions ranged from simple vendor 

contracts, to outsourcing, to joint ventures and to shared equity arrangements. The same is true 

for collaboration. ‘Collaborative partnership’ has been used, on one hand, to describe the 

purchase by Coke of the exclusive right to sell pop on City of Ottawa property while on the other 

hand to describe the complex, multi-party, multi-decade agreement to build and manage the 

Confederation Bridge – an agreement that even required a constitutional amendment. Added to 

this, there is often a significant degree of cognitive dissonance associated with collaboration as 

the former US Surgeon General, Jocelyn Elders, once identified.  “We all say we want to 

collaborate”, she said, “but what we really mean is that we want to continue doing things as we 

have always done them while others change to fit what we are doing.”iv This is not collaboration. 

This is fantasy. 

 

Consequently, the working definition of collaboration that I prefer is one that involves 

individuals and/or organizations who work together towards some defined common goal when 

that goal can not be accomplished independently. Collaboration entails cooperation in goal 
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setting, decision making, resource sharing and action. Usually there is some sort of joint 

governance mechanism (often a steering committee) and an informal agreement (often an MOU) 

implied by collaboration.  

 

This stands in contrast to the very loose, informal agreements parties use when they say they will 

‘cooperate’ with one another and the more formal and usually legally binding arrangements 

associated with ‘partnerships’v. In a continuum of cooperation, collaboration is more formal than 

simple cooperation but less so than outright partnership (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Cooperation Continuum 

        
      Increasing interaction  
is continuum also depicts an increasing degree of interaction and engagement among 

perators as they move from cooperation to partnership. Cooperation by itself requires little in 

 way of information exchange, trust, mutual accountability, or joint decision making but a 

tnership, on the other hand, requires these activities extensively. Collaborators and partners 

re more risk, due to their greater interdependence, and consequently they are more engaged 

th each other out of necessity. They are co-owners who rely on each other’s contingent 

peration and engagement to achieve their own goals. If you’re truly a collaborator, you’re 

aged; and if you’re truly engaged and can’t achieve your goals by yourself, you’re a 

laborator. 

erestingly, whenever people start talking about ‘engagement’ they tend to forget about this co-

nership dimension as they get caught up becoming ‘party planners’ intent on throwing the 

t bash ever. Engagement is normally equated with a set of activities – consultations, forums, 
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town halls, surveys – but rarely is the aspect of shared ownership actively promoted. Without 

that shared ownership of a problem or solution there is no serious engagement. All too 

frequently, “engagement” is just an opportunity for decision makers to present their views 

publicly without fear that public input will actually have an impact in changing pre-determined 

policy outcomes. Unfortunately, what passes for engagement is rarely a two-way conversation 

and frequently it is more of a fanciful exchange wherein those consulting pretend to listen and 

those being ‘engaged’ pretend that their input actually matters.  It is an attitude made famous in 

Canada in the 1970s during the Rudnicki vs CMHCvi trial over Rudnicki’s wrongful dismissal for 

actually sharing information with stakeholders when asked by CMHC to consult with them (how 

reprehensible!). Sadly, it also reflects an attitude that remains prevalent and widespread today.  

 

“Somewhere in [this] litany of activities”, says Rich Harwood, a prominent community 

developer in the US, “we lose sight of our real purpose and the real people that we profess to 

care about. We push aside what we must actually learn from people; what we’ll do with what we 

learn; and the kinds of pathways [of change] into the community people are seeking to create for 

themselves (italics added).”vii True engagement is about instilling ownership. To rephrase an old 

sixties adage, “if you’re not part of the problem, how can you be part of the solution?” That is, if 

you’re not currently contributing to the problem (by commission or omission), how can you 

realistically expect to have any leverage at all to make a change?   

 

Engagement is how parties come to see their ownership of both a problem and its possible 

solutions. Engagement is about active participation in solutions and not just attendance in public 

meetings. Engagement is about being part of that broad conversation that shapes the nature of 

belonging within a community, which is, as Peter Block has described, “an interdependent 

human system given form by the [engaged] conversation it holds with itself.”viii True 

engagement arises from dialogue and shared learning; and it ultimately leads to joint decision 

making and action. It is therefore barely discernable from collaboration. It is the motivation, the 

‘spirit and desire for change’, that sets collaboration in motion and sustains it. 
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Stepping up to Collaboration 

Assuming therefore that there are parties who are willing to become engaged, the first step in 

collaborating is having a clear awareness of what it is that needs to change -- either there is a 

problem with the status quo or an opportunity to be pursued. This recognition that you can’t do 

“it” (whatever “it” is) by yourself is the prerequisite to collaboration. You need to be well 

grounded in the reality that your organization doesn’t have all the knowledge, or information, or 

resources, or authority to undertake the challenge by itself. To achieve your goals, you need 

others to help you. The mantra of every collaborator and partner should be – “I can’t do it alone.”  

 

Once this realization has taken root, it leads to the notion of “Who can I get to work with me?” 

The collaborator’s task is then to invite others to join with her or him in a shared adventure. One 

must never forget, however, that the cooperation of others is always something that they do by 

choice. Cooperation is always contingentix.  People will cooperate so long as it is in their interest 

to do so. The moment it is not, they will stop cooperating, regardless of prior agreementsx. You 

can not force people into collaboration. Frequently, governments dangle funding in front of 

potential partners hoping to get them to collaborate. Those potential partners may very well take 

the money, but their effective collaboration is another matter. People will choose to collaborate 

or not as it suits them. And since governments have little or no idea of how to promote or to 

measure effective collaboration, the only thing likely to suffer from such uncommitted partners is 

the quality of collaborative outcomes.  

 

There are three initial questions that should be on every partner’s mind: “What do my partners 

want?” “How can they get what they want?” and “How can I be sure they are getting what they 

want?” In the context of collaboration, this apparent attitude of generosity is in effect the only 

way to get what you want. This voluntary aspect of collaboration should lead collaborators to 

weigh carefully the costs and benefits of collaboration for each partner and not just themselves. 

In collaboration, you become as responsible for your partner’s success as you are for your own. 

If you don’t know what they want, you won’t know how to ensure that they succeed and if they 

don’t succeed, then neither will you. This also means that right from the start you will need to 

evolve some sort of mechanisms to share information and build relationships of trust.  
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It probably needn’t be said but in any collaboration you will need to identify the ‘right’ people to 

bring to the table. But who and how many? Too many and you may have trouble just trying to 

get together. Too few and you can end up with “group think” or worse, energized opponents 

from among those you have chosen to exclude. It’s best to err on the side of inclusiveness but, as 

David Straus suggests, consider creating “rings of involvement”xi wherein people can self select 

their level of involvement according to their interest and availability (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Rings of Involvement 
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 those who may be impacted by the decisions you take.  

he agreement by the participants not to kill 

ach other for anything said during their meetings.xii 

 

 people you should be considering as core partners 

those who want and can contribute to the change;  

those who can potentially stop what you’re

those who have relevant knowledge; and  

•

 

A good collaboration is not inclusive if it brings together only the same voices. You don’t always 

have to agree with your partners – or even like them – but they should offer the opportunity to 

obtain a fuller understanding of the issue under consideration and be able to contribute to the full 

range of tangible and intangible resources needed for any transformation to succeed. In his book 

“Solving Tough Problems” author and facilitator Adam Kahane describes a collaboration, 

Destino Columbia, where one of the first steps was t

e
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And don’t forget to do your partner due diligence as part of your business planning. This is often 

framed as part of a legal requirement. Although many do it for just this reason, my view is that it 

should be done as the initial step in getting to know who your partners really are, as the first 

opportunity to begin building trusted relationships with them, and as a way to kick start your 

process of social learning. In an effective collaboration that business plan will probably never 

come off the shelf; if it does, however, it usually means that the collaborative relationship has 

soured and the group is in trouble. The lesson here is to rely on the relationship not the paper 

plan. 

 

With this thought of relationship in mind, it should not be forgotten that in collaboration there is 

no such thing as “almost equal” or “first among equals”. Such attitudes are pure poison to the 

success of collaboration. If you and your core group of partners are not all there as owners and 

contributors, then don’t bother. If the absence of a partner risks the success of the collaboration, 

they are as much an owner as anyone else and equally at risk from failure or should something 

go sideways. It doesn’t matter if their contribution is financial, informational, expertise, on-the-

ground experience, or their capacity to legitimize everyone’s actions. If their lack of participation 

kills the project, then they are an equal partner. 

 

There are many, many techniques and skills that practitioners have developed to facilitate the 

creation of collaborative initiatives. Sometimes these are evolved without any awareness of the 

impact these practices may have on the process of collaboration. Many of these are also quite 

unique to the collaborations in which they have been created. However, I have attempted to 

group them into eight broad families of mechanisms that include: 

• Socialization practices such as pre-collaborative efforts aimed at relationship building, 

exploring possibility, defining shared purposes, and establishing a foundation of trust 

• Design practices that structure the process without structuring the outcome 

• Engagement practices that empower participants and make the effort personal for them, 

while building their ownership and commitment 

• Trust practices that build the necessary confidence in one another, that continually re-affirm 

everyone’s trustworthiness, and that establish moral contracts among the participants to 

reduce the risk of shirking or cheating 
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• Governance practices that establish how the group will act when they gather together. Often 

the transformation that is sought must first be embodied in the way the partners interact with 

one another through each invitation, each relationship, each exchange and each meeting. The 

way the partners come together becomes a microcosm of the change they want to create. 

• Operational practices that permit an appropriate and fair sharing of risks, rewards, and 

workload 

• Information practices that promote partner learning, their contingent cooperation and their 

need to satisfy multiple accountabilities 

• Learning practices that create opportunities to learn while working together, in ways that  not 

only permit ongoing adjustment to how things are done but also to what and why things get 

done as the partners learn both ends and simultaneously 

 

Each collaboration tends to build up its own unique toolbox of these techniques and skills to 

facilitate both collective action and environments of trust. There is no single recipe or formula or 

one right way. Most collaborations proceed through trial and error, learning as they go. Yet 

having some sense of the mechanisms that might be used at a particular time can certainly help 

to get everyone off on the right foot and to set the tone for successful collaboration. Several 

authors have attempted to identify some these toolsxiii and so I have prepared a quick summary of 

them in Appendix A. Yet even with these, there is still no guarantee of success. Why?  

 

Collaboration Disabilities   

Collaborative initiatives are usually constrained by three major, inter-related handicapsxiv:  

(1) a tendency to wallow in oversimplified stylizations of complex systems in order to make 

them more amenable to treatment by familiar engineering-style methods of analysis that were 

designed for more well-structured and simpler problems. We use machine metaphors, such as 

the “well-oiled machine”, “working like clockwork” and “logic models” that perpetuate the 

view that the behavior within human organizations is deterministic, predictable and 

controllable;  

(2) the reluctance to abandon worn-out conventional management practices (because of the 

intellectual capital already invested in them) – even when they have proven to be most 
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unhelpful in dealing with the ill-structured problems generated by complex systems and the 

‘no-one-is-in-charge’ type of organizations that characterize collaboration; and 

(3) the tendency to slip into fanciful thinking when it comes to how successful collaboration will 

ultimately materialize. Most people naively presume that collaboration will come forth 

spontaneously, without clearly explaining why this should be so, or what the mechanisms 

might be by which it is catalyzed, reified, or sustained.  

 

This naiveté frequently turns to frustration and then to forms of ‘coerced collaboration’ (an 

oxymoron if ever there was one) when willing cooperation fails to immaculately conceive. 

This experience is so widespread that many consider collaboration an act of desperation 

which Jocelyn Elders’ has humorously and ironically portrayed “as an un-natural act between 

non-consenting adults”.xv  

 

Together these three handicaps have produced a state of collective learning disability that has 

proven very difficult to dislodge. Let’s look at each of these in turn. 

 

(1) the tendency to hold onto oversimplified stylizations of complex, multi-stakeholder 

systems that were designed for more well-structured and simpler problems 

Governments are increasingly called upon to resolve complex problems involving multiple 

stakeholders, all of whom may responsible for part of the problem or its solution. These 

problems are often the result of several factors that combine into a “system of effects” in which 

the palliative treatment of symptoms often produces unintended consequences. These days, 

governments rarely hold all the knowledge, resources or authority they need to achieve their 

policy intents. Such a distribution of problem solving capacity has meant that the role of 

government has shifted significantly from commanding and coercing subordinates to facilitating 

and enabling the effective collaboration of internal and external partners to achieve its goals. 

However, the skills commensurate with these changed roles, and the organizational paradigm 

which underlies them, have yet to receive broad recognition or supportxvi.  

 

Much of public administration and management science is grounded in Newtonian assumptions 

about certainty and predictability, determinism, linear cause and effect, the independence of 
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people and objective reality, the uniformity of behaviour across space and time, and the 

possibility of value-free, objective knowledge.  

 

The policy correlates of this Newtonian paradigm include: 

an emphasis on individualism and the promotion of equality;  • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

a bias towards standardization and conformity with norms, (since all people are equal and 

interchangeable);  

a policy process dominated by the optimization of rational alternatives and the promotion of 

competition among society’s rational actors; 

an emphasis on centralized bureaucracies to facilitate the trade-offs among competing 

interests; 

social interests, defined as the simple aggregate of individual interests, being guided by 

powers to defend and control possessions; 

governance being delegated to virtuous, knowledgeable ‘experts’ who are assumed to have 

all the knowledge, resources and power they need to work successfully on behalf of those 

regular people lacking in expertise; and  

the perfection of public policy lying in the continual adjustment of social forces by 

interventionist governments with the goal of reinforcing long periods of stability and control, 

which in practice is often interpreted as non-change.xvii 

 

Yet our current knowledge of the universe, which is by now century-old, tells us the Newtonian 

reality is but a limited and incomplete picture of a world that is essentially quantum in nature. 

Things and events can not be defined separately but only in relationship to other things and 

events, including the relationship between an object and its observer. The world can not be 

known with any certainty -- at least in its entirety. At best, it can be known approximately and 

stochastically. The laws of space and time are not seen as absolute but varying from place to 

place, although Nature itself is considered a unified wholeness with everything being connected 

to everything else. Change is mediated not by forces in win-lose scenarios but by exchanges that 

reinforce that wholeness. The world is contradictory.  The universe reflects a coexistence of 

opposite logics – it is and it isn’t – and has at its foundation man’s own consciousness as much 

as any objective reality. 
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From a quantum perspective, policy would be focused on relationships, wholeness, and co-

evolution; on a lessening of emphasis on individual rights, and greater emphasis on community 

rights, information sharing, co-operation and interdependence. From a quantum perspective, 

people are not all the same, they are unique, unpredictable, erratic and at times irrational and this 

leads to policies of subsidiarity to minimize the risks associated with human uncertainty and to 

ensure fitness with local contexts and conditions. To maximize flexibility and responsiveness 

within constantly changing environments, governments must rely on short adaptive periods, 

ongoing social learning and more organic systems of relational governance. Critical elements can 

not be isolated or dealt with separately from the systems they impact; while the notion of 

freedom is redefined from having control over possessions to having access to needed human 

and natural resources at the time and for the purpose required. Most importantly, in a quantum 

world no one knows anything for certain, reducing the need for cleric-like intermediaries and 

increasing the value of being connected to large networks of knowers.  

 

In sum, the rational approach, as a basis for decision making in social organizations, “will 

inevitably come up short”xviii for it ignores all the emotional, intuitive and other non-rational 

inputs of human beings. 

 

(2) the reluctance to abandon conventional management practices and methodologies  

Consistent with the Newtonian view is the notion that someone must be ‘in charge’ in order to 

enforce coordination by persuasion, selling, negotiation, coercion, autocracy, patriarchy, and 

various romanticized leadership notions -- such as ‘leader as cause’, ‘leader as expert’, or ‘leader 

as diviner of truth’. These White Knight leadership notions tend to breed unhealthy dependencies 

on single individuals to come in and right the wrongs that assail us, while discouraging collective 

engagement, mutual accountability, shared innovation and collective intelligence. In this context, 

our traditional concepts of leadership are profoundly inappropriate for collaboration.  

 

From a leadership perspective, organizations and communities are essentially a collection of 

problems to be solved by those with sufficient expertise to articulate a problem and a solution. 

Those who can do so most forcefully become leaders. Those who aren’t leaders are followers, 

operating at the direction of leaders. This produces two important failings at both a policy and 
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collaboration level. First is the assumption that leaders actually focus on problems when in fact 

“the focus of government is not on solving problems”, according to one former federal ADM, 

“but on taking positions. If a problem ever gets solved, it’s only by coincidence.” The ebb and 

flow of modern politics is too short lived to effectively focus on problems. What matters to 

governments is the position they take on one side or another of an issue. Solving problems takes 

more time -- often much more time -- than the limited life-span of a government.  

 

Second, working at the direction of the leader means automatically limiting the collective 

intelligence, energy, resources and authority to one person. Since the initial rationale of 

collaboration is based on a recognition that “you can’t do it alone”, why would you want to 

consolidate knowledge, learning and decision making in a single person? Besides which, when a 

collaboration is based on a series of voluntary commitments, it is highly improbable that its 

participants would permit a single person to assume full ownership over such a shared enterprise. 

 

Linked to the idea of being ‘in charge’ is the presumption that governments are the legitimate 

embodiment of ‘public interest’ and therefore they must be ‘first among equals’ in any 

cooperative enterprise. While this Hegelian claim that ‘government knows best’ is in itself 

contestable,xix whenever governments willingly choose to work in partnership with others, they 

abrogate this claim – at least with regard to the task under consideration. “Their actions 

demonstrate they are not capable of successfully resolving an issue any more than anyone else 

[which] confers on them the status of an interested stakeholder, as dependent on everyone else’s 

participation as those groups may be on government.”xx  Again, there is no ‘first among equals’ 

in collaboration. 

 

Another of the problematic Newtonian assumptions that impede collaboration is the commitment 

by governments to egalitarianism, one that emerges from the false presumptions that all people 

are alike and interchangeable, and who operate with the same desires and motivations. The 

obsession with equality stands in the way of experimentation and leads to a degree of 

standardization that flies in the face of a populace that is extremely diverse in terms of values, 

contexts and requirements. The work of collaboration inevitably tailors local solutions to specific 

groups of stakeholders in order to address the inadequacies of status quo conditions. The 
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ownership and engagement of stakeholders rarely translates into generic solutions that are 

transportable to other locales.  For instance, Westley et al. documentxxi the inspiring story of 

Brazil’s anti AIDS strategies in the 1990s as a direct outcome of extensive community-based 

collaboration while also documenting the failure of the same strategies when they were 

subsequently applied as ‘best practices’ in South Africa. The difference they attribute to Brazil’s 

strategies emerging from local engagement, shared commitment and bottom-up collaboration but 

in South Africa’s case from a ‘top-down’, expert driven approach where local ownership was 

essentially absent.  

 

Despite evidence to the contrary, modern governments have assumed that morality can somehow 

be legislated, resulting in an ever growing number of rules and laws. Human behaviour is not 

based on the existence of rules and law but on the consciousness of citizens and their perceived 

connection to other people around themxxii. The belief that more rules, watchfulness, oversight 

and auditing will some how eliminate our fears, provide us with greater security and keep us 

from harm is too simplistic and reductionist.  

 

Most law doesn’t prevent harm -- it only provides a means to address the harms that may have 

befallen us post hoc. Law gives us a means to find cause and assign blame. It is retributive. More 

laws don’t build better communities, people do. More laws don’t generate more belonging or 

social capital. They actually have a tendency to fragment community and reduce our mutual 

accountability. In government this leads to the marketing of fear to create opportunities for new 

white knights to assume leadership positions. Consequently -- instead of fostering collective 

learning, innovation, belonging or transformation -- government practices tend to emphasize 

compliance, coercion, blame and punishment.  In contrast to their publicly professed claims to 

‘be better’, to ‘do better’ and to ‘achieve more’ for their citizens, governments are generally 

stuck in a model obsessed with righting past wrongs while being unable to marshal the collective 

resources to create a different future.  

 

Among some technocratic traditionalists, the solution to all of this lies in taking the complex 

problems of governance and the task of operationalizing cooperation out of the hands of flawed 

human beings entirely and placing them in the hands of mechanistic software algorithms capable 
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of guiding collective behaviour, somewhat like a missile guidance system. Thereby they hope to 

avoid the human messiness of political haggling, relationships and collaboration. While 

imagining such ‘Matrix-like’ schemes seems to be an unavoidable part of human nature and 

science fiction, such schemes imply a degree of omniscience, omnipotence, uniformity and 

steering capacity within organizations or socio-political systems that is clearly at odds with 

reality. The vagaries of human relationships and the complex, ever-changing nature of a 

‘quantum’ world, where uncertainty reigns and where the connections between ‘ends’ and 

‘means’ are constantly in flux,xxiii demand a level of continuous learning and adaptation that is 

likely to be achieved only by actual participation in a response. 

 

(3) the tendency to believe that collaboration will somehow occur spontaneously.  

Collaboration is natural. Children do it spontaneously. It is an intrinsically human trait. Robert 

Wright describes it as the driving force of human civilizations, “the arrow of time”xxiv. Not 

economics, not power, not knowledge, not inventiveness, nor competition. It is cooperation that 

is the key enabler of more sophisticated, prosperous, healthy and stable human societies. The 

progress of civilization is founded on more complex and creative ways of being and working 

together.  

 

Yet we have taught our children to eschew cooperation in favour of being leaders and to be 

rational actors; to believe that they can be independent and free of others. We have prepared 

them to act in a narrowly defined Newtonian world, without providing them with the knowledge 

or skills to operate in a more universal ‘quantum’ world. We expect everyone knows how to 

collaborate and cooperate, but quietly assume that everyone will come around to the ‘rightness’ 

of the way we do things. We assume that because we are leaders – we know answers, we know 

how things get done, we know how to keep people in line – and so we also know how to work 

together with other leaders just like us. We fail to notice the incongruity of trying to put 

dominance of leaders and cooperation among collaborators together. So much so that we naively 

believe collaborative failure is unlikely. We write ‘binding’ contracts that never are and install 

failsafes “just in case”, but without ever expecting to use them. As a result, we never invest in 

the knowledge or skills that could help us through those tough times when people don’t agree.  
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Joseph Heath has suggested that we often stumble into an uncooperative mess “simply because 

our attempts to secure our own self-interest are collectively self-defeating.”xxv The choices of 

supposedly ‘rational’ actors when applied to situations of collaboration and collective action 

usually produce very ‘irrational’ results, ie they become harmful to the individuals involved 

because they not only fail to produce collective benefits, but they often sour the possibility for 

future collective action as well. Overcoming this “social trap” xxvi as Rothstein refers to it, 

requires a change in the internal or external incentives of the parties involved to help them 

develop the leverage to extricate themselves out of the relational biases they may hold towards 

each other.  

 

Internal incentives may include attitudinal changes towards fairness, reciprocity, etc.; changes to 

behavioural norms; changes to levels of trust; or changes to moral contracts or other ethical 

promises. External incentives may include, increasing the risks associated with defection 

(including the risk of detection); increasing the benefits of cooperation over costs of cooperation 

(including reducing benefit uncertainty); or changes to the social rules and institutional 

conditions that may increase the costs of non-cooperation (including the imposition of 

sanctions)xxvii. 

 

Most commonly, however, we ignore the 

obvious -- that amongst any diverse group 

of people, opinions and perspectives will 

naturally vary. In collaboration, 

disagreement and conflict are more likely 

than agreement. From a collaborative 

perspective this difference is actually an 

asset and is sought out as an important 

basis for working together. The problem 

arises when we try to deal with our 

differences by trying to figure out ‘who’s 

in charge’; by advocating for our own 

position and not listening to others; by 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3: Top 10 Practice Barriers to Collaboration

1. Unclear purpose  
2. Unable to continually demonstrate value for effort 
3. Failing to treat partners as partners 
4. Lack of trusted champion (s) to move information 
5. Unwillingness to invest in relationships 
6. Unable to listen to each other & have authentic

conversations 
7. Spending too much time on decision making and

rushing to action while not spending enough time on
learning together 

8. Inappropriate decision making processes. Use of
techniques such as coercion, selling, or voting, instead
of seeking consensus. No ‘failsafe’ or ‘safe-fail’
mechanisms. 

9. Too trusting of written contracts. Not enough moral
contracting. 

10. Failure of your (or their) organization to fully support
the decisions taken by the partners active in the
partnership.
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trying to assert our dominance or ‘rightness’; or by focusing on changing the behaviour of others. 

Instead, Block suggests we should be engaging people with questions and the right “questions 

that have the power to make a difference are ones that engage people in an intimate way, 

confront them with their freedom, and invite them to co-create a future possibility.”xxviii 

 

Overcoming Our Disabilities 

As we have said before, there is no one “right way” for collaboration. For each collaboration, the 

successful approach has to be invented anew. There are as many collaborative approaches as 

there are combinations of collaborators and contexts in which they operate. There is no formula 

and there are no guarantees. That said, once you’ve made the commitment to collaborate, be 

prepared to learn. In fact most of your time together should be spent on learning. Collaboration 

isn’t about getting buy-in, or negotiating or finding compromises. Truly successful collaboration 

is about learning and then co-creating an entirely new possibility that both you and your partners 

can live into. One of the most simple and insightful expressions of this comes from the warring 

factions participating in Vision Guatemala who described their process as,  

“We did not put our ideas together. We put our purposes together. And we agreed 

and then we decided.”xxix  

Collective decision-making was seen as secondary to establishing an environment of trust, 

belonging and shared purpose.  
 

Collaboration demands a different governing paradigm and set of management skills to deal with 

the broad set of relational and learning challenges that confront those trying to construct a 

suitable stewardship process for the type of hybrid organizations that are becoming increasingly 

common. The need for collaboration arises when power, resources, and knowledge are widely 

distributed among stakeholders. It is effective stewardship that helps bridge the silos across 

organizational units (including private, public and civic sectors) as it helps bridge moments 

across time by encouraging experimentation, continuous learning and unlearning, and the 

creation of “memories of the future”xxx that permit collaborators to pay attention to new signals 

emerging from the environment. 
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Current approaches to collaboration tend to fail because they neglect to define in precise ways 

how to construct a system of shared inquiry and ‘wayfinding’ that can support a level of 

stewardship that can ensure the requisite amount of social learning and cooperation take place. In 

particular, they frequently underestimate the central importance of developing a repertoire of 

tools and affordances that can bolster stewardship through the use of processes of monitoring, 

reflection, and self-adjustment that are needed to provide sufficient trust, commitment, 

accountability and innovation. Previously we mentioned that practitioners build their own unique 

practice toolboxes, but this is often done ad hoc and rarely is it part of an intentional strategy.  

 

Therefore, inspired by quantum perspectives, my colleagues and I at the Centre on Governance 

have proposed the notion of an inquiring system to foster collaboration that is based on 

developing collective intelligence and transformative capacity through the use of an inquiring 

mindset and the assemblage of affordances.  That inquiring mindset utilizes various intelligence-

gathering functions, multiple logics and paradigms, effective social learning processes, reframing 

and reflecting to develop testable judgments that remain within the acceptable margins of a 

group’s collective dialogue.xxxi This sort of ‘connoisseurship’ style approach was proposed some 

time ago by Carl Taylor to gauge public policy options based on answers to four core questions: 

Is whatever being proposed technically feasible? Is it socially acceptable? Is it implementable? Is 

it too politically destabilizing?xxxii  

 

Instead of offering a formulaic recipe, Taylor’s approach was framed as a series of questions, 

leaving the door open for policy makers to consider that which was not yet known to enter into 

the debate. Questions are ultimately more powerful than answers because they invite discovery 

and new knowledge. Answers bring forward only that which is already known. Effective 

collaboration, and ultimately good governance, demands this type of inquiring mindset to enable 

parties to leverage themselves out of their status quo arrangements and into new realms of shared 

possibility. Questions are the key to the language of dialogue because they bring people together 

around the things they care about most deeply, rather than pushing them apart by advocating for 

answersxxxiii. 
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The remainder of this paper will explore this questioning, pragmatic mindset that is crucial to 

collaboration: one that embraces paradoxes, tolerates multiple perspectives, and indulges in 

experimentation and serious playxxxiv with whatever quasi-analytical protocols might be 

available.  Since we do not assume that collaboration will emerge organically, this paper will 

explore some practical mechanisms to help develop effective collaboration regimes. Within the 

inquiring systems modelxxxv the assemblage of learning heuristics provides a variety of 

mechanisms which are capable of affording trust and empathy, learning and innovation, joint 

stewardship, shared commitment and mutual accountability.  

 

But before turning to the subject of heuristics, however, one needs first to let go of the mental 

prison associated with our management obsession with leadership. 

 

From Leadership to Stewardship 

Traditionally, much of what has fallen under the rubric of leadership has involved taking charge, 

imposing, managing, dominating, controlling, providing answers, finding fault, persuading, 

correcting, punishing, rewarding, or inciting fear. Even among charismatic and romanticized 

leaders, it is the will of the leader that ultimately prevails, albeit freely, over the will of others. 

To wit leadership notions have traditionally been expressed in terms of the leader as causexxxvi, 

the master chess player directing (or manipulating) a collective game while everyone else is 

relegated to the status of pawns - tools to be used or discarded at the leader’s discretion. Most 

importantly, the leader as cause model underestimates the central importance of collective 

inquiry, heuristic learning and shared ownership. It results in behaviours that tend at best to be 

heavily patriarchal and extremely limiting in terms of their creativity and access to resources, 

and at worst, in their more dysfunctional forms, have been responsible for some of the most 

unpleasant excesses in both organizations and human ‘civilization’. 

 

Recently, we have witnessed a growing move to redefine ‘leadership’ by nuancing the language 

of leadership to include coordinating behaviours that do not typically fit the leader as cause 

mold, and that also attempt to correct some of the rather obvious shortcomings of basic 

leadership behaviourxxxvii. Among the former are behaviours like: team leadership, participatory 

leadership, relational leadership, collaborative leadership, servant leadership and facilitative 
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leadership to name but a few. Among the latter is the need to address the willingness of 

organizations to accept the narcissistic and pathological behaviours that can emerge when the 

deeply ingrained but false assumption that someone must be ‘in-charge’ tends to dominate. Our 

airports are filled with leadership books written by business and government titans who are quick 

to claim sole credit for their organization’s successes, but then whenever they are confronted by 

hugely underwhelming organizational performances, the evasion of responsibility by these same 

white knights is perplexing and often publicly infuriating.xxxviii  

 

The ‘in-charge’ assumption has even been questioned by the titans themselves, such as Jeffrey 

Immelt the CEO of General Electric. Immelt recently commented to the Financial Times on the 

success of his predecessor, leadership icon and darling of business schools Jack Welch. Immelt 

said that, “anyone could have run GE and done well in the 1990s. A dog could have run GE.”xxxix 

Why? Because there were so many good people in the middle ranks of the organization who did 

the actual job of running and coordinating the company. Being in-charge was irrelevant, a 

figurehead position.  

 

This is a perspective that is underscored by a study of "superstar CEOs", which found that 

companies run by award winning executives consistently underperformed the market after 

receiving their CEO awardxl. And while the positive impacts of good leaders may only be 

marginal as they nudge their organization forward, according to Jeffrey Pfeffer, "bad leaders can 

make a huge negative difference – because they drive [good] people out”xli. 

 

Still the pressure to redefine ‘leadership’ even in a collaborative context must incorporate some 

capacity for coordination. However, that coordination is more likely to be achieved, not by 

someone ‘taking charge’ and imposing their will top-down, but by a capacity for stewardship to 

catalyze collective purpose, commitment and action among groups of owners seeking to work 

together. Such catalytic work is neither dependent on a single person (the stewardship role may 

actually be shared or alternated); nor is it dependent on people at all. Unlike leadership, 

stewardship does not have to be personality based.  It can emerge from process.   
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Stewardship can be constructed by way of an assemblage of processes, tools and affordances that 

ensure collaborators pay attention to the right things at the right times so as to bolster the 

collective practices of monitoring, reflection, and self-adjustment that are essential to the 

provision of trust, direction-finding, mutual adjustment, social learning, and shared commitment 

that are all vital to multi-stakeholder, partnership organizations.    

 

However, just as importantly, effective stewardship must be capable of fostering: innovation 

through diversity and inclusion; honest tradeoffs between true prices and costs; subsidiarity; 

competition; relationship management (via the development of social capital); moral contracts; 

and fail-safe mechanisms that present a cost for non-cooperationxlii. In this conception, the 

element of ‘leadership’ that was described by Harlan Cleveland as “bringing people together to 

make something different happen”xliii remains. The elements of control and dominance, on the 

other hand, are relegated to the margins to permit co-governance and shared decision making to 

emerge and take over.  

 

Good stewards are ultimately bridge builders and relationship managers. Their principal task is 

to help to sustain the commitment that each employee, partner or collaborator may bring to the 

shared work. These are the self-effacing insiders identified by Jim Collinsxliv who put their 

organizations ahead of themselves and focus on surrounding themselves with good, committed 

and talented people. In its most simple terms, the good steward "depends for his power on 

making other people powerful”xlv. In arenas of distributed knowledge, resources and authority, 

the more powerful, effective and successful the steward makes others, the more valuable and 

powerful they themselves become to the group. 

 

From a slightly different angle, Block says leaders are created by followersxlvi. In contrast, 

stewards are created by owners. It is this element of shared ownership that truly sets stewardship 

apart from leadership. Owners are unlikely to give up their ownership and independence to pay 

homage to a single leader. Amongst a group of owners there may well be someone, or even 

several people, who can convene, facilitate, and look out for everyone’s collective interest. But 

whoever that person(s) might be, they are unlikely to be in a position to control or dominate the 

group. Yet that same person may be immensely valued for his/her ability to provide 
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encouragement, inspiration, facilitation, education and conflict resolution in order to help others 

to cooperate and succeed -- not as followers or pawns – but as equals.  

 

The steward as catalyst idea is such a fundamentally different concept from leader as cause, that 

the time has come to change our governance vocabulary. The talk of stronger, better, more 

decisive ‘leadership’ as a means of facilitating better collaboration is, by itself, a very real 

impediment to successful collective action. That said, the less commanding stewardship 

alternative does seem to be inherently more uncertain. How can stewardship instill greater 

confidence in the outcomes of collaborative action? 

 
Inquiring Systems and Designing for Collaboration  

Effective collaborative governance is much more than board rules and committee structures; it is 

an assemblage of processes to ensure effective coordination when power, resources and 

information are widely distributed at all key junctures. It is, in essence, a complex system for 

inquiring into the state, dynamics and evolution of a collaborative organizationxlvii. Such a 

system need not be the same in each of the private, public and social spheres, nor in every issue 

domain. In fact, the nature of the participants and the animating issue will always constrain the 

system in unique ways. But in whatever sphere or issue domain, there will be common 

challenges that will confront the designers of any inquiring system that is required to govern a 

collaborative regime.  

 

One may broadly stylize these challenges as four key phases of the collaborative governance 

process that function as a continuous loop of reflective questioning. These phases (see Figure 2) 

includexlviii: 

A) Observational – Is there anything wrong or unsatisfactory? 

B) Investigative – What is the problem? 

C) Relationship Design – How can we work together in tackling the problem? 

D) Learning-While-Doing – How can we learn together and evaluate our progress? 
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Figure 4: Four Inquiry Phases of Collaborative Governance 

Does the situation 
need changing? 

What is the 
problem? 

How can we
work together? 

How do we learn 
together & evaluate 

our progress? 

Info Gathering
Relationships 

Trust 
Learning 

Doing 
Feedback 

B. Investigative 

A. Observational 

C. Relationship 
Design 

D. Learning 
While Doing 

These four phases operate against a background of six ongoing, cooperative activities that 

include: information gathering, relationship management, trust building and trust affirmation, co-

creative learning, collaborative doing, and mutual feedback and reflection. 

 

Within each of these four junctures are a multiplicity of subsidiary activities -- activities that are 

linked to the nature of the issue and the character of the people and organizations involved. An 

inquiring system must build, as much as possible, on the practical rules and behaviours in good 

currency among its members to ensure their voluntary participation. For instance, the 

professional practices, such as the protective and nurturing behaviours of professionals working 

with children and youth, must be incorporated into any inquiring system helping to guide a child 

and youth partnership. Otherwise, the attention and interest of the partners who are steeped in 

them will not be effectively engaged.  

 

A. The first phase in an inquiring system is primarily observational and cognitive: the status 

quo is explored to see if change is required, whether there is still an appropriate ‘fit’ between the 

issue, its context and the mega-community involvedxlix. In the process, partners might explore 

whether there are any anomalies that are detectable; what the key features of the issue landscape 
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might be; what the causal mechanisms or the system effects at play might be; and who the 

primary stakeholders are that may influence any transformation due to their holding significant 

amounts of knowledge, information, resources or power. One would usually want to involve 

such people from the beginning of any transformative process or redesign of the collaborative 

governance regimel to secure their commitment. 

 

B. The second phase is investigative, one that focuses on defining more precisely both the 

issue and the tasks at hand. Is there a problem to be solved or a possibility to be lived into? What 

do we actually know about it? What non-negotiable constraints may be imposed by the mega-

community or by the culture and norms of the milieu?li What is the nature and scope of the 

anticipated benefits, as well as the harms that must be avoided, if at all possible, in the process of 

transformation?  

 

By pursuing these lines of questioning, partners can come to a shared understanding of their 

purpose while constructing the bounds of what they might accomplish together (at best or 

minimally). These questions offer an opportunity to roughly articulate the nature and distribution 

of the risks and costs of collaboration (including financial, environmental, political, social, 

psychic and emotional costs) together with how the potential rewards and benefits, including 

both tangible and intangible benefits, will be distributed. This phase also sets the foundations for 

a shared lexicon, mutually agreed upon data, and the construction of a body of common 

knowledge. It is also likely to examine what is currently working well so as to build upon it in a 

process of appreciative inquiry and renewal. 

 

C. The third phase is a relationship design phase that explores how the partners can be 

together as a microcosm of the change they want to create. This includes elements of structural 

design and moral contracting that unfold in two parallel yet intricately integrated sub-processes. 

Together these two elements identify how the partners can work together in practical terms while 

infusing that process with the necessary social capital to support that collaborative work.  
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The first sub-process concerns the development of the institutional/ organizational structures 

(legal, informational, etc.) that will ensure the necessary rules of the cooperative game are 

established so as to make collaboration viable among the partners. These may include: 

a statement of intent or purpose that binds the parties together in common pursuit;  • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

concepts that defines the relationship between the parties covering such aspects as who is 

included, and what are their rights and their obligations; 

the formal structural details about the relationship including eligibility, ownership and 

investment, risk and reward sharing, voting, governance, accountability, etc. that embody the 

above concepts in a manner that can realize their shared purpose; 

the processes and practices that may be adopted to facilitate deliberations, shared decision 

making and joint action undertaken by the participants in pursuit of their purpose in 

accordance with their principles (below). 

 

This sub-process also concerns the choice of instruments, arrangements and affordances that will 

be necessary to foster sufficient social learning and offer a modicum of a chance that early 

successes will arise and provide a foundation for future, more ambitious achievements.  

 

The second sub-process concerns social conventions and moral contracts, but also incentive-

reward systems. These are put in place to mobilize the voluntary collaboration of all the parties 

and ensure a requisite amount of affectio societatislii is developed so that the collaboration can 

last as long as needed. These may include: 

a description of the principles and behavioral aspirations the parties have about how they will 

conduct themselves towards each other in the pursuit of their purpose;  

a statement of how they will formally and informally share information;  

commitments to reporting on both individual contributions and progress on issues; 

public affirmations of their shared purpose and commitment; 

investments in relationship building; 

clear recognition of the needs of each party that must be addressed; 

a commitment to consensus based decision making with appropriate failsafe or ‘safe-fail’liii 

mechanisms; 

regular recognition of progress and achievements. 
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The first sub-process defines the structures through which the activities of collaboration can 

flow, while the second process encourages a culture of cooperation and trust to sustain that flow. 

 

D. The fourth phase is a learning-while-doing phase: it focuses on evaluation and social 

learning although not strictly on outputs and outcomes (as in summative or formative type 

evaluations or other arrow-hitting-target approaches). Instead it focuses on the extent to which 

collective intelligence and innovation have been achieved. In collaborative enterprises, 

implementation is seen not as a reification function separate from governance but as an integral 

aspect of the partners co-learning derived from real-life experimentation and prototyping. This 

phase guides cooperation towards collective learning and the partners’ shared capacity to 

transform, and in addition, towards the attitudinal and behavioural changes among key 

stakeholders that might improve the effectiveness and fruitfulness of their work togetherliv. 

  

Finally, this phase must include an explicit (though not necessarily a formal) mechanism of 

conflict resolution to deal with the differences of opinion and interpretation that may prove 

irresolvable.  Given that effective collaboration involves parties with differing knowledge, 

resources and power, this conflict is not an “if it occurs” scenario but one that is very likely to 

occur. Consequently, partners must be willing to use previously agreed upon fail-safe 

mechanisms during those times when cooperation seems unachievable. A deterrent is a deterrent 

only so long as the partners believe it will be applied when differences prove irreconcilable, or 

when the potential for sabotage and conflict are such that there is a danger of derailing not only 

the social learning process but also the collaborative enterprise altogether. The inherent 

differences among partners mean that an inquiring system of collaborative governance is more 

likely to fail than to succeed, unless such fail-safe mechanisms are in place and used.  

 

Heuristics and Checklists  

In complex situations, collective decision making depends more on the application of fast and 

frugal heuristics than on more algorithmic approaches. As we have seen, the inquiring approach 

of collaborative governance is fundamentally about seeking out information and processing it as 

a sort of ‘super automatic pilot’ that is self-organized, sense-making, and direction-findinglv. As 

such it needs to be designed to mop up all kinds of relevant information; to seek out anomalies; 
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to explore problem definitions; to seek out potential collaborators; to generate testable prototypes 

from a dialogue among collaborators; to ‘fail early and to fail often’ but also to learn quickly 

from each experiment; and to disseminate both the good and the bad news, thereby closing the 

knowing-doing gap among the collaboratorslvi. In this regard, the fundamental stewardship task 

of collaborative governance boils down to assembling the most appropriate heuristics to deal 

with each of these required capabilities in the least amount of time.  

 

An inquiring system is, therefore, not only an evolving body of knowledge or data but it is also 

an evolving set of arrangements among partners and contributors which are built on existing 

practices but then become continually modified by new information and the accumulation of new 

experience. A basic relationship outline may be etched in an MOU or a partnership agreement 

but its full picture can only be seen in the prism of co-learning and value adding that the partner 

relationship engenders. Consequently, the various relationships (internal and external, 

quantitative and qualitative, functional and metabolic, etc.) are continually being transformed in 

an autopoietic way, through the intelligence gathering and processing capabilities that they 

mediate. 

 

Any inquiring system is the natural result of a cumulative process of learning and unlearning. Its 

outputs are appropriately compiled and acted upon through system modification, development, 

and redefinition through time.  Its learning and unlearning cycles are based on co-learning 

acquired by trial and error; but are best facilitated by heuristic strategies that are frugal and 

flexible, but that nevertheless offer no guarantee of immediate success in a world of constantly 

changing contexts and actorslvii. Although there is no guarantee that any particular heuristic 

strategy will work, experience suggests that one obtains the desired outcome faster. Working 

algorithmically, on the other hand, guarantees success but at a much slower pace. 

 

Consequently, effective collaborators create and make use of large repertoires of quick and easy- 

to-use heuristics as part of their own adaptive toolboxes. These heuristics can be matched to 

particular issue domains and partnership features, allowing collaborators to formulate an 

inquiring system that is ‘ecologically rational’ – i.e. well matched with their environment. 
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Heuristics are made of combinations of skills, abilities, practices, techniques which are adopted 

because they have proven effective in the past.  

 

For instance, the ‘tit-for-tat’ heuristic is comprised of the abilities to cooperate, to forget, and to 

imitatelviii and is widely regarded as a core tool of instilling cooperative behaviour. However, it is 

best suited to situations where the partners are unfamiliar with each other and where trust levels 

are low. In higher trust environments, the ‘tit-for-tat’ heuristic may prove overly tedious among 

those already confident in the reliability of their partners. 

 

In most governance regimes, the application of such heuristics is the critical factor in 

determining collaborative success. Consequently, ensuring that these heuristics are available and 

well developed is an important feature of a successful inquiring system. Unfortunately, these 

cooperative heuristics and the connoisseurship skills associated with them are not consistently 

encouraged. Organizations do not typically build up a body of collaborative learning around 

them and therefore repeatedly incur major collaborative start-up costs as effort is taken up to 

develop them anew each time. As a result, in addition to developing some sort of corporate 

memory around collaboration, there is a need for affordances, or action possibilities, that make 

heuristics more easily discoverablelix. A checklist is one such affordances that helps to stimulate 

the right and timely use of specific heuristics and their associated skills in order to facilitate more 

cooperative behaviour. 

  

A checklist is a good example of an affordance: it is quick and easy to use; they very 

economically focus the mind on key issues; and they do so at the right time. They do not provide 

answers or ways to generate answers, but they do ensure that key questions are asked. They are 

like doors to a building. They provide access but with no guarantee of finding what one is 

seeking or even how to find it once inside. In this way, they can facilitate coordination or 

collaboration in complex situations by ensuring that certain fundamental questions are addressed. 

Then, coupled with heuristic strategies to deal with the outcomes of such questions, they afford 

support to collaboration by strengthening the work of the inquiring system and the engagement 

of its partners.   
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The effectiveness of checklists as facilitators of collaboration has been demonstrated in many 

areas. Atul Gawande, for instance, has documentedlx the use of checklists for helping surgical 

teams to effectively and efficiently steward the collaborative activities of operating room teams. 

The use of operating room checklists was itself inspired by the use of the same affordance by the 

aircraft pilots in the cockpit. In practice, checklists tend to evolve as social learning progresses, 

and as new experiences and contexts materialize. In the aircraft industry, for instance, 

manufacturers regularly update their cockpit checklists to reflect recent pilot and aviation 

industry experiences with the aircraft, together with new regulations. In fact, a publication date is 

stamped on all aircraft checklists to ensure that only the most up to date version is being used on 

a flight.  

 
In the context of checklists, the four phases of collaborative process design described earlier 

cascade into further sets of stylized questions that are likely to confront participants in a 

collaborative enterprise, and which can help them develop the appropriate levels of stewardship. 

Below (Figure 5), for instance, is an example of a collaborative checklist of questions that can be 

used to help kick start the process of defining the burden of office for each stakeholder in the 

collaborative process, and afford them the opportunity to reflect on guiding assumptions, 

structures, technology, and even the theory of what the ‘collective enterprise’ is all about. These 

questions have been generalized from the experiences of many practitioners that my colleagues 

and I have observed over the last twenty years. 

 

In the table below, each column is the locus for a number of key ‘not-to-be-forgotten’ questions. 

but these ‘header’ questions can be subsequently unpacked into more detailed and issue specific 

questions that can lead to an array of heuristics and additional affordances that can help construct 

answers to the four ‘big’ questions. As new information becomes available or as new 

circumstances materialize, the regular interaction among partners in a climate of inquiry fuels the 

cycle of social learning, innovation, shared commitment and mutual accountability. 

 

As Donald Schön has shownlxi, theory, structure and technology are in constant interaction, and 

for social learning to be effective, there needs to be alignment among the three. As a didactic 

interplay of theory, structure and technology occurs within the inquiring process, it ensures 
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continual readjustment as new information, experience and meaning making take place. The 

checklist of questions below is presented as a skeletal framework of a budding inquiring system. 
 

Figure 5: A Provisional Checklist of Collaborative Questionslxii 

I 

Does the situation need 

changing? 

II 

What is the problem? 

III 

How will you work 

together? 

IV 

How will you learn together & 

evaluate your progress? 

1. Are there any 

detectable anomalies?  

6. What is the task at 

hand? 

a. STRUCTURAL 

DESIGN 

12. What feedback & 

informational loops do you need 

to enable social learning? 

2. What are the salient 

features of the issue 

domain? 

7. What are the non-

negotiable constraints 

within the mega-

community?  

10. What practices of 

collaboration and social 

learning can you use to 

produce short term 

success and long term 

commitment? 

13. What processes of formal 

and informal collective learning 

do you have in place? 

3. What are the causal 

mechanisms at play? 

 

8. Who are the 

stakeholders that must 

be included and how 

will you involve them? 

b. CULTURE OF 

COLLABORATION 

14. How will you gauge ongoing 

performance and partner 

contributions objectively?  

4. Can this be resolved 

by a single actor? 

9. What are the risks and 

potential rewards among 

the various partners, and 

how will these be 

aligned?  

11. What are the 

conventions & moral 

contracts that need to be 

negotiated to maintain a 

culture of collaboration? 

15. How will you gauge changes 

in attitudes & behaviours among 

partners? 

5. Who are the key 

stakeholders?  
  

16. How will you resolve 

conflicts? 

   
17. What failsafe / safe-fail 

mechanisms are in place? 

   
18. At what point would you 

dissolve the collaboration? 

 

Instead of localizing power, purpose, expertise and accountability in the one called ‘leader’, the 

above checklist distributes governance among all participants and helps to generate stewardship 

out of a process. It creates an opportunity for the partners to learn how they will be together; it 

allows the right questions to evolve in the right time; to affords time to sort out the shared 
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possibilities; and structures a feedback process to monitor progress and affirm the mutual 

commitments of the partners to one another. 

 

The competencies encouraged by these questions apply not only to individuals, but also to 

groups and organizations, in the sense that the rules of interaction that evolve between 

individuals generate a shared governance that emerges from the learning dynamics of the group 

and the context, and not from the heads of individual actors. The interaction order, as Goffman 

describes, generates a sort of collective intelligence, or “social mind”lxiii.  These two types of 

competencies (individual and collective) obviously interact, and when they do they are 

constrained by a context which ignites some capacities while suppressing others, affords some 

‘action possibilities’ and not others.  

 

Whether this collaborative checklist is in itself ‘perfect’ or not is irrelevant. More importantly 

it’s use, even as is, limits the realm of possibilities and encourages collaborators to gain 

confidence and certainty from a process even if the outcomes of that process may still remain 

uncertain.  That reduction of uncertainty facilitates collaboration. 

 

Further, the issue context generates specific affordances that individuals and collectives can 

perceive or learn to perceive as useful. “Affordances are not fixed properties: they are 

relationships that hold between objects and agents… to discover and make use of affordances is 

one of the important ways”lxiv to deal with novel situations. For example, the affordance involved 

in creating de Geus’ “memories of the future” allows people to explore the terrain of an as yet 

unmanifested issue landscape in order to be able to recognize the signs of it should it begin to 

show itself. 

 

Learning to recognize when to use affordances and heuristics, in what situations and under what 

conditions, is a key element of social learning, and at the core of good stewardship and 

collaboration design. Participants in such social learning become in effect ‘connoisseurs’ whose 

judgment in a particular context has been cultured from experience. Among collaborators, it is 

often observed that the experience of successful collaboration often translates into a greater 
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willingness to engage in collaboration once again with the resultant implication that both the real 

and the perceived costs of future collaboration can be dramatically reduced.lxv  

 

Conclusion 

In closing, there is a very pertinent parable found in many of the world’s great traditions. It was 

even the subject of a popular19th century poem by the American poet John Godfrey Saxelxvi. The 

lesson of this parable concerns knowledge obtained from incomplete information.  

There was once was a group of blind men who encountered an elephant. One felt the elephant’s 

tail and believed it to be a pig. Another felt its leg and believed it to be a tree. A third felt the 

elephant’s side and believed it to be a wall. A fourth felt the elephant’s trunk and assumed it to 

be a snake. The fifth blind man felt the elephant’s ear and thought he was touching a fan. The 

last blind man was scratched by the elephant’s sharp tusk and imagined it was a spear. 

Which of the blind men was correct? The most obvious answer is of course that none were, but 

that answer is only possible from our prior knowledge perspective about the elephant and being 

able to ‘see’ the whole picture. From the perspectives of the blind men, however, whose senses 

are providing them with incomplete information, they were all partially correct -- maybe even 

plausibly so. That said, given some recognition of the constraints of blindness and the condition 

of incomplete information it generates, a more important question might be to ask is, “if the blind 

men are all partially correct and their information is all partially valid, then what is the picture 

we can construct if we combine all the different interpretations together?” 

That is, what can be a pig, a tree, a wall, a fan, a spear and a snake all at the same time? What 

reality is it that allows all six to be partially correct at the same time? Of course, the only way an 

accurate picture can emerge is by the blind men combing their individual experiences through 

conversation with one another and by their developing a sense of the validity in each other’s 

claims. One can easily imagine that over time, as they exchange stories and come to trust each 

other, they will eventually come upon the notion of an elephant. 

This parable depicts quite well, a perennial policy challenge that exists with many complex 

issues where conditions of incomplete information prevail or where, as Donald Rumsfeld might 
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have said, “we don’t know what we don’t know”. The only reasonable approach in such 

circumstances is to foster a dialogue among all those with partial knowledge, and albeit with 

different perspectives, and encourage them to share their experiences and to test them against the 

experiences of others.  

The ongoing challenge of any community, but especially one as diverse as Canada, is how to 

foster a similar type of dialogue in order to engage people in collective action. Currently, we are 

hampered by the application of management and administrative approaches that were designed 

for different purposes than collaboration.  The approach of the inquiring model of collaborative 

governance, presented above, and its use of heuristics, affordances and social learning suggests 

not only a feasible alternative but also one that is grounded in the very diversity and complexity 

that makes the current approaches unworkable. And yet it offers more than just a tool for 

problem solving and coordination. It offers a chance for true engagement, an enhancement of our 

sense of belonging, and an enrichment of our experience of community. 

Community is, by its very definition, a collection of different people with different knowledge, 

resources and skills who somehow find a way to work together to benefit maximally from their 

respective contributions. Some people become farmers, others traders, others soldiers, others 

teachers and still others administrators. Yet the combination of their coming together and their 

increasing specialization has over centuries benefited everyone globally to the point where today 

our planet supports 350% more people than it did a century ago at an average level of comfort 

that was once only dreamed of. Yet despite this our sense of interdependence has become almost 

invisible. Consequently if we understand that we can’t do it alone, and we wish to strengthen our 

ability to cooperate with one another, then we need to understand our interdependence better. 

In the same way as the blind men, each Canadian community, each neighbourhood, each group 

of stakeholders holds within it a collection of different but valid knowledge – although, like the 

blind men in the parable, this knowledge remains an assortment of fragmented, incomplete 

pieces. Our greatest civic challenge, therefore, is to construct out of these bits and pieces and 

partial truths that greater wholeness that is capable of animating our still dormant social potential 

as collaborators, as communities and as a nation. Can we overcome our deeply embedded 
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inclinations towards whimsical thinking around collaboration and embrace our collective 

possibility? 

“Rather than designing institutions that encourage us to live in private or small group worlds, 

pursuing narrow self-interests, developing top-down hierarchies with one-way communication, 

... [a quantum approach] attempts to maximize participation, interaction and a recognition that 

we are all inalterably connected in the system.  To lose touch of the whole, is to work against 

one’s own self-interest”lxvii. 

 

While recognizing that this framework for an inquiring system approach to collaborative 

governance is somewhat incomplete, my colleagues and I nevertheless believe it has the potential 

to develop our untapped collective intelligence, not through the violence of imposing one 

uniform view upon all others, but by drawing more fully on our separate individual and 

collective abilities and facilitating better cooperation and collaboration between us.  

 

We can create a different future, but when it comes down to it, the transformation we seek will 

be created from how we choose to be and work together. Everything else is a consequence of 

that. 

 

### 
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Appendix A – Skills and Practices 
 
Socialization practices  

• Shop the idea around without commitment but with complete transparency 

• Conduct stakeholder mapping 

– Value networks 

• Have the invitation conversation 

– An exploration – no prior commitment 

– A call to create an alternative future, & allow people to "self-enrol" in change to 

experience freedom of choice & commitment 

– Not just invitation to talk but may lead to joint work & shared contributions 

• Set initial agenda together  

• Recognize what each partner may bring to the table 

– Identify potential gifts and possible assets 

• Potential contributions of organization and/ or person 

– Identify the costs of participation 

– Identify each person’s contribution to the problem 

– Allow time for each person to table ‘their story’ 

 

Design practices  

• Share agenda setting 

• Develop ‘process maps’ 

• Use a process facilitator 

• Build group memory 

– Recorders, timekeepers, vibe monitors 

– Flip charts, wikis, etc. 

• Structure the architecture of the physical space 

– Right meeting container aligns issue with group 

• Design for a consensus process 

• Use design charrettes 
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Engagement practices  

• Establish agreements with those most directly involved  

• Have the possibility conversation 

– focuses on what we want our future to be like from today 

• Reduce / eliminate entry and exit barriers 

– Aids in inclusivity &  focuses on relationships and contingent cooperation 

• Develop the same expectations of one another and of the work  

– Express it as a single win (not separate win-win-win…) 

• Have the ownership & dissent conversations 

– People create best that which they own and co-create. It is the bedrock of 

accountability, the belief that I am cause  

• A counter example is the Federal crime bill & provincial resistance to 

picking up the tab 

– Allowing people space to say "no“ & express their doubts and reservations 

– Objections, concerns, blocking, standing aside? 

• Showcase the partners, the initiative and the possibility through shared events & joint 

media announcements 

– Forming moral contracts 

• Have the gift conversation 

– What are the gifts and assets we would be willing to bring to the enterprise?  

 

Trust practices  

• Use brokers 

– Connectors, champions, civic entrepreneurs, community stewards 

• Use endogenous (value laden) feedback 

– Informal/formal meetings, face-to-face, coffee, meals, networking 

• Practices of generosity  

– Don’t take exclusive ownership, you’re not in charge 

– There is profit from having a reputation of generosity 

• Develop sufficient monitoring and feedback systems 

– Coordinator, staff exchanges, co-location, reporting, networking, forums 
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• Be willing to apply sanctions 

– Define the penalties of non-cooperation 

– Be willing to confront & deal with deception and misinformation  

• Define & use of failsafes (if necessary) 

– What are the unacceptable conditions if collaboration fails 

– Who makes the decision if the group can not? 

– Establish conflict resolution method upfront, contract conditions  

• Celebrate whenever possible 

– Define & publicly celebrate milestones 

 

Governance practices  

• Define how you want to be together? 

– Changing how we are together today creates the future we want to share 

• Working by consensus 

– Agreement by most, acquiescence by the rest  

– Avoid voting & arbitrary decision making except as a failsafe 

– ‘There is no such thing as almost equal’ 

• Structure more meeting time for learning than deciding 

– Questions vs answers 

– Have 50-70% of time dedicated to learning 

– Empty agenda item 

• Make accountability for learning not compliance 

– Not compliance accountability 

• Create 360o accountability 

– Formal accountability, mutual accountability & imposed accountability (media, 

public) 

– Assume failure & consider how you would detect it and minimize its harm 

• Build stewardship over leadership (how can I help?) 

• Formalize how to transfer collaborative decisions to home organizations 
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Operational practices  

• Develop contracts or MOUs to articulate your purpose and commitments 

– Defining the tangible & intangible risks / benefits? 

• Conduct proper due diligence and business planning 

– Define the pains & gains for each partner 

– Who is best positioned to deal with what risk? 

– Consider contingency pools 

– Be open to innovative financing 

• Create single teams from multiple organizations 

• Co-locate collaborating staff 

• Empower and devolve decision making 

• Have the commitment conversation 

– Encourage partners to make authentic public promises to peers about their 

contribution to the success of the project. Lip service is rejected.  

– This is centered on 2 questions: What promise am I willing to make to this 

enterprise? And, what is the price I am willing to pay for the success of the whole 

effort?  

 

Information practices  

• Contracting & MOUs 

– Vehicles for goal setting, targets and baseline data 

• Establish agreeable metrics 

– Metrics for trust 

– Metrics for learning 

– Metrics for results 

– Re-visit regularly the efficacy of the metrics you use 

• Establish coordinator / champions 

– Use as channels for moving both codifiable & tacit knowledge 

• Coffee, meals, networking 

– Informal info exchanges often have the biggest payoff 

• Electronic info exchanges, wikis 
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– Ensure ownership remains with partners & not any one group 

• Regular reporting 

 

Learning practices  

• Develop an inquiring system of learning governance 

• Contracting & MOUs seen primarily as tools for mutual understanding not of compliance 

• Build common knowledge resources, shared language 

• Use action as a tool for co-learning 

– Don’t rush to action 

– Baby steps to build confidence & mutual understanding  

– Set up feedback mechanisms to monitor progress 

• Bricolage  

– Trial & error (heuristic problem solving) 

– Action, assessment, evaluation & adjustment 

– Double loop learning (Are we doing the right thing? Is our understanding 

correct?) 

– How does this change our business model? 

• Build in necessary staff training 

– Training in collaboration skills, practices and mechanisms 

– Change management & technical training 

• Prior distribution of materials & documents w/ appropriate lead times before meetings 

– Make meetings mostly about learning 
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