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In her study of the outcomes of collaborative processes on hydropower licensing, Ulibarri writes 

“For the purposes of effectiveness, ‘collaboration’ is more than simply having multiple people working 

together” (2015, p. 299). Indeed, over the past 20 years the concept of collaboration has taken off in the 

public sector in everything from policy making to implementation to service delivery (Emerson, 

Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2011). Collaborative processes, particularly collaborative governance, have become 

especially popular for cross-sector work aimed at tackling “wicked problems” that cannot effectively be 

addressed by a single sector (Ansell & Gash, 2007; Crosby & Bryson, 2010). However, while it has 

become increasingly popular, as Ulibarri points out successful collaboration is not a simple process and 

can result in equally complex outcomes. To better understand the role of collaboration in today’s public 

administration world this paper examines collaborative processes through the three lenses of structure, 

craft, and culture. It is discovered that successful collaborative processes are first structured around a 

partnership model that encourages a non-linear, cyclical process. Second, from this structure, well-

designed collaborative processes encourage the development of a unique type of leadership style or 

managerial craft, one that is facilitative, transformative, and learning focused. Finally, a firmly grounded 

collaborative process structure that has participants who adopt this facilitative craft produces outcomes 

that are more than just holistic, effective, and efficient policies—participants get to enjoy the creation of 

a collaborative, trust-based culture both within their collaborative processes and in the organizations 

they represent.  

Background: Collaborative Governance           

In a survey of the public administration field, Morse notes, “It is no overstatement to say that 

collaborative governance…is becoming a dominant, if not the dominant, frame for public administration 

today” (Morse, 2011, p. 953). Noting the devolution of power, increasingly scarce resources, and rapid 
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technological change, Thomson and Perry go so far as to claim that “collaboration is becoming an 

imperative for public managers” in today’s world (2006, p. 20). This change is often the result of the 

increased recognition of “wicked problems”: complex issues like poverty, education, community health 

and natural disaster resiliency that require more flexible, adaptable, and inclusive management 

mechanisms than those we have relied on previously (McGuire, 2006). Most of all, these wicked 

problems demonstrate the siloed nature of our public services structures and demand more 

collaboration across organizations and sectors (Agranoff, 2006; McGuire, 2006; Thomson & Perry, 2006).  

Responding to this demand, collaborative processes, including collaborative governance, have 

begun to develop over the past twenty years. Collaborative governance is characterized by a multi-

sector approach that “brings public and private stakeholders together in collective forums with public 

agencies to engage in consensus-oriented decision making” (Ansell & Gash, 2007, p. 543). The National 

Policy Consensus Center, which coordinates collaborative governance efforts for many states, refers to 

the results of this process as “effective, lasting solutions to public problems that go beyond what any 

sector could achieve on its own” (NPCC, 2001).  Agranoff affirms the unique problem solving ability of 

collaborative governance and notes that “the process of facilitating and operating in multi-

organizational arrangements to solve problems that cannot be solved, or solved easily, by single 

organizations” (Agranoff, 2006, p. 56). In the past twenty years, collaboration has been shown not only 

to provide technical directions for tackling these “most nettlesome of public problems,” but has also 

made strides towards improving the actual democracy, accountability, and transparency of our decision-

making institutions (Agranoff, 2006, p. 56; Ulibarri, 2015).   The promise of these processes is that “if we 

govern collaboratively, we may avoid the high costs of adversarial policy making, expand democratic 

participation, and even restore rationality to public management” (Ansell & Gash, 2007, p. 561). 

A Process by Any Other Name 
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Although collaboration has been a common problem-solving strategy for public administrators 

on the ground and a popular theoretical topic for academics since the 1990s, the term “collaborative 

governance” is relatively new and so much of this work is described by and relies upon an array of 

collaborative processes called other names (Ansell & Gash, 2007; Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2011; 

Morse, 2011). Some of these processes and theoretical frameworks that “share common characteristics 

with collaborative governance writ large” include deliberative democracy, private-public partnerships, 

co-management regimes, adaptive management, participatory governance, networked governance, and 

advocacy coalition frameworks (Ansell & Gash, 2007, p. 2)  

Deliberative democracy, for example, draws attention to the need to give voice to stakeholders 

in order to create a more responsive, transparent, accountable, and citizen-centered government 

(Nabatchi, 2010). Deliberative democracy also brings to the table the value of intergroup dialogue, 

equated by Chambers to a “talk-centric democratic theory” as opposed to the current “voting-centric 

democratic theory” (2003, p. 308). Recognizing that a multiplicity of actors exists not only among the 

citizenry but also within the government sector itself, Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) works to 

“aggregate” policy actors into coalitions to improve the resolution of technical disputes and 

implementation of policies meant to address classically wicked problems (Sabatier & Weible, 1999). 

Even from a technical information relationships perspective, ACF helps us to explicitly recognize the role 

that beliefs, values, and other human psychology dynamics can play in making “major policy change very 

difficult” (Sabatier & Weible, 1999, p. 192).  

Finally, perhaps most similar to what we understand as collaborative governance is the work 

that has been done on networks. O’Leary adapts the work of three prominent network theorists—

O’Toole, McGuire, and Agranoff—to provide the following definition of networks:  

“Networks are structures of interdependence, involving multiple nodes…with multiple linkages. 
Networks may be formal or informal. They may plan, design, produce and deliver public goods 
or services. They may be a blend of public, private, and nonprofit organizations.” (O'Leary, 2010, 
p. 10) 
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As with collaborative governance, networks focus on cross-sector collaboration to create public value 

and recognize diversity in the formal collaborative process structure. Rooted in social contract theory, 

networks demonstrate how actors can come together through “socially, rather than legally, binding 

contract” (Doherty, 2015, p. 3; Faulkner & De Rond, 2000). While there are many technical differences 

and unique purposes for these and the many other collaboration theories, frameworks, and processes, 

for the purposes of this discussion they share enough common ground to be tied together under a 

blanket label of “collaborative processes,” which will be used from here on.  

Public Management: Structure, Craft, Culture         

After outlining the ways in which networks and collaboration are increasingly integral to the 

modern public manager, Agranoff asks, “If this form of organizing is so important to public managers, 

why not study it in the same sense that hierarchical organizations or human resources or the budget 

process is examined?” (2006, p. 56). The obvious big picture answer to this question is that 

collaboration, collaborative processes, and networks should absolutely be taught in public 

administration. However, to answer the question with more nuance and to consider how such an 

endeavor might look, it is necessary to examine how public management is thought about and taught 

today. Central to public management today is the idea of multidimensional thinking, which recognizes 

an interplay between different models, logics, and frames that all jointly influence the public sector 

environment and the public manager’s decision-making (Hill & Lynn Jr., 2009, p. 45). Hill and Lynn 

simplify and generalize this approach to be more broadly applicable by introducing a three-dimensional 

concept of structure, craft, and culture (2009).   

Structure is seen as not just the configuration of components of complex organizations, but 

rather the designation of authority to take action, which can be characterized as either constraining or 

enabling structures (Hill & Lynn Jr., 2009, p. 139). Craft moves our attention from an organizational unit 

of analysis to the individual, whose actions through leadership and decision-making can have real 
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influence on public outcomes (Hill & Lynn Jr., 2009). Finally, culture bridges the organizational level and 

the individual level. Described by Hill and Lynn Jr. as  “institutional values,” culture is the beliefs, ethics, 

and motives that broadly characterize an organization and is “the process by which members of an 

organization ‘acquire values that go beyond the technical requirements of organizational tasks” (2009, 

p. 192). It is through these three lenses that we can study the role collaborative processes have on 

public management.  

Structure: Cycles of Inclusivity and Partnership  

 Two themes become clear when looking at the structure of collaborative processes through the 

lens of authority designation. The first is intentionality and the democratic roots of the collaborative 

process, highlighted by the central role of inclusive participation. Reviewing 137 case studies, Ansell and 

Gash find four central variables that influence the effectiveness of a collaborative process: starting 

conditions, institutional design, leadership, and the collaborative process itself (Ansell & Gash, 2007). In 

this case, institutional design refers to the “basic protocols and ground rules” that ensure “good faith” 

participation by all participants and a commitment to a participatory and inclusive process (Ansell & 

Gash, 2007, p. 549). They write, “Broad participation is not simply tolerated but must be actively 

sought”, with institutional design ensuring this search (Ansell & Gash, 2007, p. 556). Recognizing this 

perpetual search for participation, Ansell and Gash further explore the non-linear and cyclical nature of 

the collaborative process (2007). This iterative structure starts with face-to-face dialogue, trust building, 

commitment to process, the building of a shared understanding, and celebration of intermediate 

outcomes (Agranoff, 2006; Ansell & Gash, 2007; Morse, 2011). Intermediate outcomes are especially 

important given the long-term wicked problems before many collaborative coalitions.    

The second theme revealed through an authority designation structural lens is the concept of 

partnership. Unlike most public management structures, which are hierarchical and have clear spans of 

control and power-based decision making mechanisms, collaborative processes only work if the 
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participating public, nonprofit, or private sector administrators work together as “partners, not superior-

subordinates” (Agranoff, 2006, p. 59). Furthermore, the final power of a decision typically lies not with 

any one participant, but rather through a variety of consensus-based mechanisms, leading Agranoff to 

claim that collaborative processes result in “reaching agreements” instead of “making decisions” (2006, 

p. 59). Crosby and Bryson summarize the non-hierarchical nature of collaborative processes as a 

“shared-power, no-one-wholly-in-charge world” (2010, p. 211). This can prove to be very challenging for 

the acceptance of the collaborative process since most administrators, regardless of sector, are rarely 

trained to work in non-hierarchical or consensus-based forums.    

Craft: Facilitative Leadership and Learning  

 Although long subordinate to a focus on structure, collaborative process literature is increasingly 

drawing our attention to the role of the actual people involved in these processes and their abilities as 

individual actors to create change through action and leadership. Crosby and Bryson flip the discussion 

of structure and craft on its head by suggesting that it is through “integrative public leadership” that the 

cross-sector wicked problems of today are best addressed rather than through collaborative processes 

on their own(2010, p. 211). In their view, it is through people and not process that “diverse groups and 

organizations [are brought] together in semi-permanent ways…to remedy complex public problems and 

achieve the common good” (Crosby & Bryson, 2010, p. 211). A classic “chicken-or-egg” dilemma, the 

point here is to recognize the human craft dimension of successful collaborative processes.  

 Likely the most important element of collaborative process craft is facilitation. Ansell and Gash 

note that “although ‘unassisted’ negotiations are sometimes possible, the literature overwhelmingly 

finds that facilitative leadership is important for bringing stakeholders together and getting them to 

engage each other in a collaborative spirit” (2007, p. 554). Whether or not that assistance should come 

from an external, third-party, neutral facilitator is an open discussion in the field that won’t be 

addressed here. However, regardless of external or internal membership status, collaborative processes 
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require facilitative leadership that can steward the process and use “transformative techniques” as an 

“honest broker” (Ansell & Gash, 2007). This “honest broker role” includes the ability to work within 

contested power structures and manage the interdependency of participants to help build common 

understandings, relationships, and trust (Thomson & Perry, 2006).  

In addition to being open to a facilitative and transformative leadership approach, participants 

in collaborative processes must adopt a mindset of mutual learning or “knowledge-seeking orientation” 

(Agranoff, 2006, p. 63; Daniels & Walker, 2001). Looking at the learning process as a parallel component 

to all collaborative processes, Agarnoff writes that one of the most distinctive markers of collaborative 

processes is their role in “public sector knowledge management” (Agranoff, 2006, p. 60). Knowledge 

management is presented in contrast to the more traditional public administration activity of “data 

management,” which is the management of discrete, objective facts in order to establish evidence for 

decision-making (Agranoff, 2006). Instead of creating evidence (or “information”), knowledge 

management brings together and builds on explicit information through social interaction and dialogue 

that cuts across specialty and sector (Agranoff, 2006). In an age of increasing specialization comes 

increasing interdependence, especially in the face of these complex “wicked problem” that require the 

creation and management of cross-disciplinary knowledge—given these realities, some form of 

collaborative structure and facilitative, learning-focused craft have to be developed.   

Culture: Creating Re-Enforcing Trust  

In describing obstacles to organizational change, Kotter argues that organizational culture is the 

last to change: “Culture changes only after you have successfully altered people’s actions…and after 

people see the connection between the new actions and the performance improvement” (2008, p. 12). 

He goes on to say that what foreshadows most doomed organizational initiatives is that “step 1 is 

‘changing the culture,’” rather than step 1 being to change the structures and incentives for a more 

organic culture shift (Kotter 2008, p. 12). Similarly efforts to force an organization to be more 
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collaborative are typically less successful than allowing a culture that values collaboration to more 

organically develop through the collaborative process structure and opportunity to use collaborative 

craft. In the case of collaboration, it appears that a culture of collaboration is also built up through an 

attempt to practice collaboration.  

Adopting a collaborative culture through actual collaboration is likely to be more successful 

because of the experience of working in an iterative partnership process and watching trust building 

naturally occur. Hudson and his co-authors draw our attention to this partnership element, noting that it 

can be initially difficult for administrators to work together and trust one another in a setting void of 

hierarchy (2006). He describes the process of creating a “culture of trust” in collaborative processes as 

the “device for coping with the freedom of other persons—their freedom to disappoint our expectations 

through betrayal, defection and exit” (Hudson, Hardy, Henwood, & Wistow, 2006, p. 249). Considering 

these cyclical relationships between partnership, freedom, and trust, Ansell and Gash conclude that 

more attention should be paid to the “interactive effects of trust and interdependence,” suggesting that 

successful collaborative processes have the ability to create collaborative cultures within the larger 

organizations represented at the table (Ansell & Gash, 2007, p. 563).  

Agranoff continues this line of thought by claiming that one of the many benefits of 

collaborative process involvement is the creation of “collective process skills that accrue from working 

together over a sustained period of time,” including sharing best practices, building trust, and 

“developing a mutual interagency culture that leads to subsequent problem solving” (Agranoff 2006, p. 

58). This suggests that the value of collaborative processes is greater than just the cooperative, cross-

sector agreements and actions implemented. Rather, participating in collaborative processes grants the 

ability to foster facilitative, transformative craft and to build the skills, trust, and relationships necessary 

to bring about collaborative organizational cultures. 
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Finally, one of the more surprising findings about trust in collaboration is Balliet and Van Lange’s 

meta-analysis of 212 collaborative processes, which concludes that “trust matters most when there is a 

larger conflict of interest” (2012, p. 17). This flies in the face of early collaborative process thinking, 

which assumed low levels of conflict to be prerequisite for collaboration. Today many collaborative 

processes are indeed formed as much for conflict engagement among stakeholders as to be problem-

solving and policy-creating coalitions. The “paradox of trust,” put forward by Yamagishi, states “when it 

is most difficult to trust…is when trust is most needed” (qtd. Balliet and Van Lange, 2012, p. 17). If we 

think that well-structured collaborative processes can encourage the skills alluded to by Agranoff, we 

need to also consider if these processes can create the much-needed trust of seemingly intractable, 

high-conflict issues.  

Conclusion: Adding Public Value          

 Many authors have asked some version of the question: “Why do collaborative processes 

persist?” (Agranoff, 2006; Hudson, Hardy, Henwood, & Wistow, 2006; McGuire, 2006). Agranoff answers 

his own question by describing how collaborative processes “deliver different forms of public value” to 

their diverse participants—and ultimately, because “they work” (2006, p. 58).  Returning to Hill and Lynn 

Jr.’s description of structure, collaborative processes can be defined as an “enabling structure” that 

allows for the exercise of discretion, the fostering of creativity, and the encouragement of a new way of 

doing the public’s business, a way that is based in a partnership mentality and is facilitative, 

transformative, and learning-focused. Furthermore, the enabling nature of collaborative processes 

encourage the building of trust not only between public sector administrators, but can also stretch 

across sectors, throughout organizations, and among traditional adversaries. With more attention on 

democratic deliberation and stakeholder participation, collaborative processes can possibly even 

encourage trust between everyday citizens and their government.  
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