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Collaborative Governance Practices 
and Democracy
The Sacramento Water Forum was a contentious
group of environmentalists, business leaders, farmers,
and local government officials who spent six years in
an intensive consensus-building process. As a result of
the success of this effort, leaders in Sacramento decid-
ed to organize another consensus process on trans-
portation and air quality. At one point, when
environmental groups decided to sue the regional
transportation agency for not protecting the region’s
air quality, some members of the business community
were ready to pull out of this new process. A leading
businessman and elected official, who had been
involved in the water forum and influenced by this
way of working, interceded. In an eloquent speech to
the business leaders, he told them they had no choice
but to stay at the table, because there was no accept-
able alternative. When some of them accused him of
“crossing over” to the environmentalist side, he told
them they were wrong: “The Water Forum process
transformed me,” he explained. “I now understand
that collaboration is the only way to solve problems.
I do it now in everything I do, including running my
business and dealing with my suppliers, employees,
and customers.” The business community stayed with
the process, and consensus building on transportation
and air quality was launched.1 

The Sacramento Water Forum is just one example of
a variety of new collaborative efforts to tackle com-
plex and controversial public policy issues.2

Increasingly, public officials, civic leaders, business
leaders, and the public are turning to these practices
to help them find solutions for many of these chal-
lenging issues. In addition to public policy consensus
processes such as the Sacramento Water Forum, there
are others: community visioning, consensus rule mak-
ing, collaborative network structures, roundtables,
study circles, online forums, participatory budgeting,

and large-scale community meetings.3 Many of them
are carried out in parallel with traditional government
processes. For example, many of the agreements of
the water forum were subsequently enacted into law
by local governments. Together these processes point
to the emergence of a new approach to governance,
one that is more deliberative and democratic than tra-
ditional forms of public participation.

The purpose of this essay is to discuss and explain
some of these emergent practices and their potential
importance for democratic governance. First I sum-
marize some of the changes in context for gover-
nance that scholars have identified as challenges for
politics and policy making in contemporary society.
I then describe four cases of the governance practices
that are emerging in response to these challenges.
Next I discuss some of the challenges for the prac-
tices. Finally, I explore lessons that these experiences
suggest for democratic governance.

Challenges for Policy Making in Contemporary Society

Scholars have identified five key challenges to poli-
tics and policy making in contemporary society that
are factors in the emergence of new processes of col-
laboration, dialogue, and deliberation.4

First, new “spaces” are being created for gover-
nance. In traditional policy making the political
space is based on government institutions in a hier-
archy with clear roles and responsibilities. The local
fits within the regional, regional within state, and
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The Sacramento Water Forum is just one example
of a variety of new collaborative efforts to tackle
complex and controversial public policy issues.
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state within national. Each level of government has its
areas of authority and responsibility, both geographi-
cally and substantively. This authority is often carried
out through a hierarchical, command-and-control-
oriented practice. But increasingly these traditional
spaces for political decision making are being aug-
mented by new spaces that include collaboration
among traditional agencies and with institutions out-
side the traditional political realm. For example,
many complex policy problems, such as environmen-
tal protection and transportation, transcend jurisdic-
tional boundaries. Public agencies find they must
collaborate with others to find solutions to these
shared problems in the context of shared power.
Similarly, new nongovernmental institutions are
emerging alongside political parties and interest
groups to influence policy making. These include such
social movements as the environmental justice move-
ment and new institutions of civil society. For exam-
ple, in California a group of twenty-one regionally
based civil society groups are seeking to change gov-
ernance on the basis of collaboration, deliberation,
and dialogue.5 These new spaces create an important
need for new ways of interacting, increased commu-
nication, a high level of trust, and new processes and
rules for accountability. All of the cases discussed here
emerged in these new spaces. In the case of public pol-
icy consensus building, visioning, and collaborative
network structures, these were spaces adjunct to the
traditional government institutions. In consensus rule
making, a new space was created within the formal
organization of regulatory practice.

In a second challenge for policy making, the com-
plexity of contemporary society has created an
increasing sense of uncertainty. To some extent, pol-
icy making has always been constrained by uncer-

tainty. However, the failures of traditional govern-
ment agencies have created a new awareness among
the public of the unintended, and sometimes per-
verse, consequences of large-scale planning and the
limits to centralized hierarchical control by govern-
ment agencies.6 The public is uneasy about this
uncertainty, and public officials are more aware of
its impact on the public and how the public deals
with uncertainty. Yet policy must be made despite
the lack of complete knowledge. A key element in all
of the cases discussed here was the important role
that uncertainty played in encouraging and then
challenging the collaborative practices. The prac-
tices in each case turned out to be central to the par-
ticipants for managing this uncertainty.

The third challenge results because society has
become more culturally diverse. Solving policy
problems now requires decision makers to deal
with an array of publics with their own languages,
values, perspectives, cognitive styles, and world-
views. The importance of difference increases the
problem of communication and decision making
both in the public and for public leaders seeking
solutions for complex and controversial policy
problems. A central element of the practices in each
case discussed here was the extent to which all the
affected parties were included in the decision mak-
ing, and processes were created in which dialogue
and deliberation led to mutual understanding.

Traditional spaces for political decision making
are being augmented by new spaces that include
collaboration among traditional agencies and with
institutions outside the traditional political realm.

A key element in all of the cases discussed here
was the important role that uncertainty played in
encouraging and then challenging the collabora-
tive practices.

Solving policy problems now requires decision
makers to deal with an array of publics with their
own languages, values, perspectives, cognitive
styles, and worldviews.



34 Nat ional  Civ ic  Review

The fourth challenge is increased awareness of inter-
dependence in policy making. Although diversity
poses challenges of communication and understand-
ing, interdependence creates the need to overcome
these challenges. When publics and public agencies
recognize they cannot solve problems alone, because
they share the same physical space or because they
share the same social or environmental problem,
they recognize that a solution depends on collabora-
tion. If traditional government agencies are unable
to produce accepted solutions, then communities of
the public must create the capacity to interact, share
power, and find shared problem definitions with
paths to solutions. Traditional government institu-
tions may nurture this capacity, as when local gov-
ernments in the Sacramento region sponsored
formation of the Sacramento Water Forum. In each
practice discussed here, recognition of this interde-
pendence of the participants was central to both ini-
tiation of the collaborative practice and its success.

Finally, arising out of all this is the issue of how the
dynamics of trust have changed. Trust has always
been a factor in politics. For traditional government,
trust and confidence on the part of the public origi-
nates in the legitimacy of constitutional institutions.
In the new context, though—in which actors must
collaborate across institutional boundaries—trust
can no longer be assumed. If problems can no longer
be solved by traditional government practices and
the public feels the need to address them, then new
practices must be invented. Creating the dynamics of
trust for these practices becomes a critical challenge.
Policy making is not simply about finding solutions
but also creating processes for collective action and
problem solving that generate trust among the
actors. In the practices discussed here, success in
establishing and nurturing trust was fundamental to

their overall success, and trust was germinated from
them in other collective problem-solving activities.

Newly Emergent Collaborative Governance Practices

In this context of challenges to traditional govern-
ment practices, we are seeing generation of a variety
of new practices that are based on collaboration,
deliberation, and dialogue. Unfortunately, space pre-
vents me from addressing more than four. I hope
these examples will permit us to consider some of
the common attributes of the practices as well as
their challenges and opportunities. I focus on four of
the most important: public policy consensus build-
ing, community visioning, consensus rule making,
and collaborative network structures. They all
reflect key similarities: emphasis on diversity and
interdependence, processes that support dialogue
and deliberation, the building of trust and ongoing
capacity to collaborate in the face of continuing
uncertainty and change, and the search for solutions
that embody good outcomes for the public. As
becomes clear, they also embody similar steps while
manifesting different aspects in each of those steps.

Public Policy Consensus Building

The Sacramento Water Forum is a good example of
public policy consensus building.7 It emerged in the
context of a history of water conflicts in
California, where, as Mark Twain is reputed to
have said, “Whiskey is for drinking and water is
for fighting.” In the early 1990s, city and county
officials recognized that several urgent problems—
groundwater use and quality, water supply for
planned development, providing protection for
wildlife and recreation—needed to be addressed. In
particular, there was a stalemate over the city’s
need to expand one of its water treatment facilities

Although diversity poses challenges of communi-
cation and understanding, interdependence cre-
ates the need to overcome these challenges.

Policy making is not simply about finding solu-
tions but also creating processes for collective
action and problem solving that generate trust
among the actors.
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in the face of looming and costly litigation that
could take many years to resolve. The City of
Sacramento decided that a consensus-building
approach would be a faster and less expensive way
to achieve its goals. The City and County of
Sacramento sponsored formation of the water
forum in 1993. Over a period of six years, forty
stakeholders from local governments, water agen-
cies, civic groups, environmental groups, and busi-
ness groups met to find agreement on strategies
that would ensure reliable water supplies and pre-
serve the environment of the Lower American
River, which runs through the Sacramento Region.

In November 1999, agreement was reached on
seven elements: increasing surface diversions,
actions to meet customers’ needs while reducing
diversion impact during dry years, improved fish-
ery releases from a key reservoir, action to
improve habitat management, water conservation,
groundwater management, and support for a con-
tinuing water forum successor process to monitor
implementation and deal with emerging problems.
Researchers have since documented that in addi-
tion to producing agreements for public policy and
ending stalemate, it produced trust and social and
political capital among the stakeholders; innova-
tions that were more adaptive and context-
dependent than the existing water management
practices; agreed-on information and shared
understanding; and changes in beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviors that carried over to collaboration
on other regional problems such as transportation
and air quality.8

The process for the water forum typified best prac-
tice in consensus building. It began with an assess-
ment that identified the relevant interest groups and
their concerns. It also determined that the conditions
for a successful public-policy consensus-building
process were present: 

1. Inclusion of a full range of stakeholders
2. A task that is meaningful to the participants

3. Participants who established their own ground
rules for behavior, agenda setting, making deci-
sions, and many other topics

4. A process that begins with mutual understanding
of interests and avoids positional bargaining

5. A dialogue where all are heard, respected, and
equally able to participate

6. A self-organizing process that is unconstrained by
conveners in its time or content and that permits
the status quo and all assumptions to be questioned

7. Information that is accessible and fully shared
among participants

8. An understanding that consensus is reached only
when all interests have been explored and every
effort has been make to satisfy these concerns9

A convening and organization phase followed, in
which representatives of all the relevant interests
were invited to participate and the ground rules
and shared purpose were agreed on. A key require-
ment of this phase is for stakeholders to set ground
rules. Successful collaboration requires assurance
to the participants that they can protect their other
alternatives for action and that other participants
will not use the process for unfair advantage.
Ground rules also typically include requirements
for the various stakeholders to regularly consult
with their constituencies to be sure they are on
board with the process.

The information-gathering phase began next. All types
of information, technical and local, were included.
Importantly, this phase included information about
the interests and concerns of each of the stakeholders
as well as about the methods and tools of consensus
building. Only after this phase was completed did the
problem-solving and negotiation phase begin. This
phase was engaging to the stakeholders as they inter-
acted and learned together. Challenges to assumptions
and creativity were encouraged. The deliberations
included not only logic-based reasoning but also other
forms of dialogue such as storytelling, role playing,
and acceptance of emotion.10 The focus was on find-
ing solutions that represented mutual gains for all the
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stakeholders. Significant effort was made by all the
stakeholders to find creative approaches that were
acceptable to all. Only after dialogue fully explored all
the issues and interests was consensus sought.

Finally the water forum moved into the implemen-
tation phase. This phase included outreach to the
general public and generated assurances to the
stakeholders about how actions would be carried
out and monitored. To monitor implementation, the
stakeholders decided on a successor water forum
process; it still meets regularly.

Community Visioning

Consensus building is a process where stakeholders
build consensus on actions to address specific public
policy problems; community visioning is a process
where members of a community build consensus on
a description of the community’s desired future and
on actions to help make goals for the future a reali-
ty.11 Chattanooga, Tennessee, is a widely recognized
example of successful application of community
visioning. Industrial growth brought many major
industries and jobs to the city, but in the 1960s the
city was unable to develop the kind of professional
job growth that favored other southern cities. As a
result, growth was stymied. The manufacturing base
also resulted in major environmental problems, typi-
fied by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
determination in 1969 that Chattanooga had the
worst air quality of any urban area in the United
States. Race relations between African American and
white residents were strained. The recession of the
late 1970s intensified these economic, environmen-
tal, and social problems. By the early 1980s, leaders
in Chattanooga decided that something had to be
done and that traditional government institutions
were not up to the task of creating a new future.

A group of local officials and business and civic
leaders came together to form a nonprofit organiza-
tion, Chattanooga Venture, to lead action outside
traditional government agencies. They chose com-

munity visioning to begin their work. A second
visioning process, ReVision 2010, followed the first
(Vision 2000) ten years later. By the end of the
1990s, Chattanooga’s success was widely acknowl-
edged as leaders from other cities descended on the
city to study the results. Chattanooga continues to
benefit from its industrial base. Many of the prob-
lems created by manufacturing are being addressed.
Projects generated by the visioning process helped
vitalize the downtown area, brought in tourism, and
improved the environment and human services.

The phases in the community-visioning process are
similar to those in consensus building. As with the
latter, visioning is appropriate only if conditions exist
to support it. An assessment can help to determine
whether these conditions exist. Many groups must be
dissatisfied with the status quo and share a sense
both that the community must find a new future and
that existing government is not able to respond to the
problems facing the community. If citizens doubt that
public dialogue has the potential to develop good
ideas, or if pervasive civic disengagement and apathy
characterize the community, it is likely to be difficult
to organize visioning. Finally, resources must be
available to support the visioning process.

The next phase in community visioning is organiza-
tion. This phase includes key tasks such as establish-
ing a leadership team that is representative of the
community and perceived to be credible, forming a
staff including professionals with expertise and
trained volunteers, and designing an appropriate and
credible process to gain broad-based participation
from the community with publicity and outreach.

The third phase is information gathering. In com-
munity visioning, the focus is on educating the pub-
lic about the process and key issues being discussed
and on gathering ideas from the public about their
long-term aspirations for the community. In face-to-
face dialogues, citizens are asked to discuss with
each other what they value about their community,
what they want to preserve, and what they want to
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change. In Chattanooga more than two thousand
people participated in two rounds of meetings to
gather ideas and then formulate goals and actions
based on those ideas.

Next, the process continues with dialogue about
how to turn the ideas into goals and actions. In
Chattanooga, a representative committee was con-
vened to prepare a draft of goal statements on the
basis of the information gathered from the first com-
munity meeting. This draft was then used at anoth-
er public meeting in which participants dialogued
about how well the goal statements captured the
ideas generated previously. Once goal statements
were agreed on, the dialogue focused on specific
programs, projects, and actions that might be imple-
mented to meet the goals. The result was a list of
goals with action items that made up the vision.
Chattanooga followed this with a Vision Fair held at
a downtown plaza in which citizens were invited to
review the goals and action items and vote on the
five actions they most favored.

Implementation is the final phase of visioning. A key
element of implementation is the extent to which the
process has built broad-based interest and support.
Another element is production of a report that com-
municates the results of the visioning. A third is
organizing responsibilities for carrying through with
the action items, such as creating working groups
for each category of goals. A fourth element is to
create a process to monitor implementation and
results, such as a system of indicators.12

Consensus Rule Making

On August 16, 1991, the EPA and thirty-five stake-
holders signed an agreement in principle for regula-

tion to implement the requirements of the Clean Air
Act for cleaner-burning reformulated gasoline.13

This agreement resulted from a six-month process
using collaboration rather than the traditional regu-
latory approach of notice and comment. The final
regulations were fully operational by the scheduled
January 1, 1995, deadline. The result was a more
efficient regulatory process with more cost-effective
implementation produced with better information
and in a timelier manner. Hence, the benefits of
cleaner air were arguably achieved sooner than
would have been the case with traditional regula-
tion. In traditional regulation, interest groups work
behind the scenes to influence the development of
proposed rules; the proposed rules are published in
the Federal Register for comment, and interest
groups and others then work to support, oppose, or
modify the proposed rules. Interest groups then
often seek to litigate the promulgated rules or have
Congress overturn them.

EPA has been using consensus rule making since the
1980s. In 1990, Congress passed and the president
signed the Negotiated Rulemaking Act and the
Administrative Dispute Resolution Act, adding their
blessing to the use of consensus regulatory rule mak-
ing. Hence, in this case specific legal practice author-
ized and encouraged consensus decision making.
The process phases for consensus-based regulatory
rule making are similar to those for public policy
consensus building, so I will not repeat them here.
Instead let’s summarize some of the key special ele-
ments for consensus rule making.

The EPA convened the Clean Fuels Advisory
Committee, representing thirty-five affected stake-
holders in seven interest categories: oil, automobile

In the face-to-face dialogues of community vision-
ing, citizens are asked to discuss with each other
what they value about their community, what they
want to preserve, and what they want to change.

With the Clean Air Act collaborative process, the
benefits of cleaner air were arguably achieved
sooner than would have been the case with tradi-
tional regulation.
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manufacturing, environmental, oxygenate produc-
ers (ethanol and methanol), state-level regulators,
and the U.S. Department of Energy. The process
adhered to the Administrative Procedures Act guide-
lines for public notice and comment. But unlike tra-
ditional procedures for drafting proposed rules, it
allowed agency and interest-group representatives to
negotiate directly with each other. The consensus
dialogue approach is designed to encourage
exchange of information among interested stake-
holders in search of creative approaches that meet
the needs of all the stakeholders. In the case of the
Clean Fuels Advisory Committee, fundamental val-
ues and setting the standard were not issues. Rather,
the issues were how much pollution would be
removed from the air on what schedule, how
enforcement would be implemented, and what the
market shares of the fuel producers would be.
Certain critical conditions supported a consensus
approach: the shortage and dispersion of informa-
tion among stakeholders; time and resource con-
straints on EPA; the potential for a range of
approaches; and the potentially large costs in uncer-
tainty, litigation, and lobbying if the traditional
method of promulgating rules were used. In this
case, executive-level credibility and support and the
reputation of EPA for supporting collaboration were
also key factors. In particular, a high-level EPA offi-
cial was credited with bringing both support and
facilitative leadership to the process.

In addition, the key to gaining participation of all the
stakeholders and to the success of the process was
negotiating ground rules to prevent efforts to circum-
vent an agreement by means of going to the White
House or Congress. (The importance of this became
clear after the agreement was approved, when the
ethanol producers approached Congress and the
White House to petition EPA for changes in the
agreed-on rule to benefit them at the expense of other
stakeholders. This effort, which was opposed by EPA
and other stakeholders, failed.) The ground rules
included provisions barring executive branch inter-
ventions and stakeholder lobbying during the collab-

orations and after agreement was reached. It also con-
tained provisions obligating stakeholders not to liti-
gate a final agreement and to work together to oppose
any stakeholder who defected from the final agree-
ment. These ground rules were to remain in effect
even after the final regulation was implemented, as
long as the regulation complied with the agreement.

Collaborative Network Structures

In Goodna, Australia (a small community situated
between Brisbane and Ipswich), a local crisis
occurred when an elderly man was killed by a group
of youths.14 Many of the young people were the
responsibility of government and local service
providers in the community. This event caused
increased scrutiny of the community’s escalating
social problems. Goodna’s population includes a
range of disadvantaged groups and was the subject
of both intervention by government services and sig-
nificant funding for these services. But the crisis
demonstrated that significant and seemingly
intractable problems were continuing despite the
interventions and funding. Business as usual did not
seem to be appropriate. As a result, concerned
human service practitioners held a series of informal
meetings to reflect on what had happened. A com-
munity meeting was later held including public
agency officials. The Goodna Service Integration
Project (SIP) emerged from the meetings. The SIP
team included representatives of the commonwealth
government, several state and local agencies, learn-
ing institutions, and project staff. The goal of the
project was to move beyond previous attempts at
consultation and coordination (which were seen as
inadequate) “to develop a sustainable system of
human services provision (including design, funding,
delivery, and evaluation phases). . . .”15 

The system was meant to accomplish more align-
ment among community needs, strategies of service
agencies, priority outcomes, and resource allocation.
It was also meant to accomplish building social cap-
ital; integration of human service delivery; and inter-
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connected strategies for relationship building, learn-
ing processes, and measurement and modeling
among the participants. The key features of the SIP
as it emerged are typical of the features of a collab-
orative network structure: a team of committed and
interdependent participants, distributed networks of
local service providers, broad local government sup-
port, a specific time frame for action (in this case
three years), sponsorship from a facilitative leader
(in this case the CEO of the Department of Housing
and Corrective Services), a small but committed
project staff, and vertical links to the funding
agency. Although this project is still under way, evi-
dence so far seems to show that SIP is achieving the
strategy of collaboration through a network struc-
ture to integrate human service delivery.

In a collaborative network structure, the partici-
pants must actively work together to address what
they recognize as an ongoing problem or issue of
mutual concern they individually cannot address. It
is helpful to distinguish among networking, net-
works, and network structures. Networking is the
idea that people make useful connections with each
other through various venues, such as conferences
and Web discussions. Network refers to a more for-
malized link between a number of independently
operating organizations and individuals with a
mutual interest to coordinate their efforts to achieve
their separate goals. A collaborative network struc-
ture goes beyond linkages and coordination; the
participants must actively work together to accom-
plish shared goals. The participants are transformed
into a new whole, taking on tasks that are more than
the simultaneous action of independently operating
organizations. Moreover, there is no one in charge,
and traditional forms of power and authority do not
work because each participant is an independent
actor. Informal power that is based on interpersonal
relationships is often more important than formal
power. Network structures rely as much (or more)
on exchanges founded in these interpersonal rela-
tionships as they do on contracts or memoranda of
agreement. Hence the essential characteristics of a

collaborative network structure are a common mis-
sion, interdependent participants, and a unique
structural arrangement outside the limits of tradi-
tional hierarchical command-and-control. Table 1
depicts how each of these characteristics requires
new behaviors and thinking and produces its own
expected outcomes.

Although the phases of the process are similar to
those in public policy consensus building, there are
some important distinctions. A collaborative net-
work structure typically is preceded by some kind of
an assessment in which leaders may decide business
as usual won’t work and a new approach is needed.
In the Goodna SIP case, this occurred through a
series of meetings with officials and the public.
Other key actors are identified and recruited to par-
ticipate. Organization of the structure is typically
developed through negotiation of a contract or
memorandum of agreement. This specifies such
things as the shared mission and goals, participants,
resource provision and allocation, and ground rules
for operation. A key challenge for participants
organizing a network structure is how to deal with
the conflicts that emerge between the individual par-
ticipants’ goals and the need to commit to joint,
overriding goals. The information gathering, negoti-
ation, and implementation phases are usually more
concurrent and iterative. Rather than the goal of a
final agreement, here the goal is ongoing collabora-
tion in decision making about programs and proj-
ects to be initiated, actions to be taken, evaluation of
the results of the decisions, and change in either the
actions or the initiation of new action. Even the
organization of the structure may be regularly revis-
ited, as when new participants are added or current
participants leave the network structure.

In a collaborative network structure, the partici-
pants must actively work together to address what
they recognize as an ongoing problem or issue of
mutual concern they individually cannot address.
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Because of tension between individual participant
goals and the shared goals, and the importance of
building interpersonal relationships and joint learn-
ing, participants often need training on how to oper-
ate in a new structure. In the case of the Goodna SIP,

a graduate certificate in social sciences (interperson-
al leadership) was developed for the SIP partici-
pants. It involved sixteen full days over two
semesters, in which the participants learned new the-
ories, unlearned old behaviors, cultivated shared

Table 1. Characteristics and Outcomes of Network Structures
Characteristics of Network Structures Requirements Expected Outcomes

Common mission Seeing the whole picture Each member sees self as one piece of a

New values—around the issue, total issue

not the service Synergies develop

New attitudes Doing more with less

Developing more meaningful programs

Increasing power by being able to 

convince the “power brokers” because 

of the increased strength of the network 

members as a whole

Seeing points of convergence, rather

than of contention (not fighting over

scarce resources, but seeing how each

wants the same thing)

Not wasting time and money

Members are interdependent Changing perceptions: It is not what Building relationships is primary; tasks 

you expect from others but rather how are secondary

you understand them that makes a Building trust (in each other and in 

difference government)

Stepping into others’ shoes Developing relationships is very time

consuming

Breaking down communication barriers

Building new “resources” to use (gaining

new “eyes and ears” on the scene)

Expanding “expertise,” meshing differ-

ent types of expertise

Listening to both professional and com-

munity “experts”

Recognizing the expertise of others

Resolving conflicts (or potential con-

flicts)

Unique structural arrangement, Actively doing something Risk taking

composed of representatives of many Systems change Flexible, innovative ideas merge

diverse organizations and groups; may Members need to represent their own Visible and invisible conflicts

include representatives of government, organization and the network structure

businesses, voluntary sector, community New way of thinking

Source: Reprinted by permission from Robyn Keast, Myrna P. Mandell, Kerry Brown, and Geoffrey Woolcock, “Network Structures: Working Differently and Changing

Expectations.” Table 1. Public Administration Review, May/June 2004, 64(3), 368.
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language and skills, and developed the design and
organization of the SIP.

Challenges for Collaborative Democratic Governance

Here I briefly discuss four key challenges to these
emergent collaborative governance practices: plural-
ism, activism, institutional practice, and transaction
costs. They represent both theoretical and practical
problems, but they do not preclude the continued
growth of the practices.

Pluralism Challenge
Pluralism is perhaps the most dominant theory of
American democracy. The basic idea is that the pub-
lic is neither informed enough nor inclined to be
actively involved in the formation of public policy.
Instead, public policy is created through the exercise
of power on the part of legitimate governmental
institutions. Legislatures enact policy that is execut-
ed by agencies accountable to the legislative body
and other elected officials. Courts protect the
integrity of the process and the rights of individuals.
Behind the scenes, special interests clash to influence
development of public policy. The only role for the
public is to hold elected officials accountable
through periodic elections.16 Collaborative gover-
nance practice is not legitimate because it is outside
of the traditional institutions of authority and
accountability. Pluralist theory is a contested con-
cept; I do not summarize the debate here.17

Nonetheless, the empirical evidence from experience
suggests that pluralist theory does not preclude col-
laborative practice. First, the underlying premise of
pluralism is not challenged by the practice. E. E.
Schattschneider stated the premise this way: “The
problem is not how 180 million Aristotles can run a

democracy, but how we can organize a community
of 180 million ordinary people so that it remains
sensitive to their needs. This is a problem of leader-
ship, organization, alternatives, and systems of
responsibility and confidence.”18 This premise does
not necessarily limit the American people to tradi-
tional forms of “leadership, organization, alterna-
tives, and systems of responsibility and confidence”
to fulfill its conditions. When done correctly, collab-
orative governance practices can also provide for
them. Perhaps experience suggests that pluralist the-
ory needs to be refined to take account of new con-
ditions for democracy by looking at new ways in
which leadership, organization, and systems of
responsibility can be structured to incorporate col-
laborative governance practice. Second, each of the
practices discussed here includes or is linked to exist-
ing governmental institutions. For example, in the
Sacramento Water Forum governmental institutions
were both participants in collaborative dialogue and
implementers of the agreements of the forum
through traditional processes. With the Clean Fuels
Advisory Committee, Congress established a legal
space for the new practice. Collaborative gover-
nance practice is emerging as an augmentation to
existing government, not a replacement.

Activism Challenge
This challenge is the concept that significant injus-
tices and social harms exist in society that must be
confronted by activism. Collaborative governance
practice may prevent this confrontation because
processes are not inclusive and do not set unaccept-
able constraints on the terms of collaboration and
its agenda. The participants in such a practice,
moreover, are influenced by a common societal dis-

There are four key challenges to these emergent
collaborative governance practices: pluralism,
activism, institutional practice, and transaction
costs.

“The problem is not how 180 million Aristotles can
run a democracy, but how we can organize a com-
munity of 180 million ordinary people so that it
remains sensitive to their needs.”

E .  E .  S C H AT T S C H N E I D E R
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course that is based on a product of structural
inequality.19 Again, these are contested concepts.20

Nonetheless, the empirical evidence suggests that
collaborative practice is not incompatible with the
concept that activism is required to represent the dis-
advantaged, for at least two reasons. First, when
done properly collaborative practice is inclusive of
all the interests and concerns relevant to a policy
issue. If not, it is not truly a collaborative process. In
addition, collaborative governance practice requires
that activists, like all participants, be able to freely
challenge existing discourse. This brings out a key
lesson because there are situations where a govern-
mental process may be called collaborative but
instead be a strategy to coopt potential opposition.
These “counterfeit” processes must be challenged
not only by activists but also by proponents of
authentic collaborative governance.

Second, proper collaborative governance practice
does not require that activists give up their right to
pursue their cause outside the process if they believe
it is necessary. For example, with the Sacramento
Transportation and Air Quality Collaborative (a
spin-off from the Sacramento Water Forum), the
process continued even while environmental
activists took their challenge to the courts. On the
other hand, the participants in the Clean Fuels
Advisory Committee—among them environmental
activists—insisted on ground rules that constrained
outside advocacy against the process. There is a
clear tension between collaborating in a process and
at the same time taking the issue to another venue
for action. This reality sometimes requires partici-
pants to “live in two worlds.” Groups setting clear
ground rules about what participants can expect of
each other help manage the tension. In the final
analysis, activists have the option of declining to
participate if they feel they are better off pursuing
their concerns in another venue. As Iris Marion
Young has argued, activists seeking to promote jus-
tice need to engage both in discussion with others to
persuade them and in direct action when it is neces-

sary: “The best democratic theory and practice will
affirm both while recognizing the tension between
them.”21

Institutional Challenge
A third important challenge to collaborative gover-
nance practice is the way the existing institutional
context is structured around adversarial approaches
to collective decision making that discourage collab-
oration. Collaboration is likely to conflict with the
political and bureaucratic styles that define much
public policy practice.22 Many public officials and
members of the public are unfamiliar with such
methods of collaborative governance practice as
mediation and facilitation, process design, authentic
public participation, cross-cultural communication,
and reflective dialogue; nor do they have the skills to
participate. The practice may feel risky to many peo-
ple in traditional agencies because it could upset
long-established arrangements and have unknown
consequences. Further, many traditional practices,
such as holding public hearings, are not designed to
involve the public in decision making.23 In addition,
many structural aspects of these institutions have
unintended perverse effects that discourage deliber-
ative dialogue.24

The institutional challenge is a difficult practical
obstacle, but the collaborative governance practices
discussed here suggest that it can be addressed. For
example, new skills and methods can be imparted to

As Iris Marion Young has argued, activists seeking
to promote justice need to engage both in discus-
sion with others to persuade them and in direct
action when it is necessary.

The existing institutional context is structured
around adversarial approaches to collective deci-
sion making that discourage collaboration.
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public officials and citizens, as with a university pro-
viding a graduate certificate course to the partici-
pants of the Goodna SIP. In the case of the
Sacramento Water Forum, all the participants were
given training as part of the information-gathering
phase of the process. The institutional structure can
also be changed, for example, as it was when
Congress and the EPA established a new structure
for the Clean Fuels Advisory Committee. Finally,
there are strategies public officials and community
leaders can use to change or manage around existing
practices to create a space for collaborative gover-
nance practices.25

Transaction Cost Challenge
All collective decision making entails transaction
costs, and collaborative governance practice is no
exception. Deliberative dialogues require time.
Financial resources are required for professional
support to ensure that dialogues are conducted
efficiently and effectively. They entail costs in time
and money, the risk of failure (not all are success-
ful), and opportunity costs of using collaboration
instead of or in addition to adversarial strategies.
For example, the Sacramento Water Forum
required six years and more than $5 million.
Those considering collaborative practice must give
due consideration to these costs. They should also
consider the transaction costs of alternative
approaches. Adversarial strategies include signifi-
cant costs for attorneys and lobbyists. They also
entail a risk of failure and opportunity costs in
comparison to using a collaborative practice, such
as forgoing the more innovative solutions ground-
ed in better information that can emerge from the
latter. Adversarial strategies frequently result in
the costs of lengthy delay or even stalemate in
resolving a public policy problem; the Sacramento
Water Forum was created because after decades of
conflict the participants could find no other strat-
egy to overcome stalemate. Moreover they were
spending enormous amounts of money just to
maintain a stalemate. In the case of the Goodna
SIP, the government had been pouring substantial

resources into social service delivery with unac-
ceptable results.

Two lessons are suggested by the cases discussed here.
The first is that analysis of transaction costs requires
a new way of thinking about assessing costs and
benefits to recognize the long-term value of collabo-
rative practice that is often not included in tradi-
tional approaches to program evaluation.26 The
second lesson is that potential participants should
carefully weigh and compare the respective transac-
tion costs of both strategies in deciding which to
pursue. The cases suggest that often what looks like
a significant cost for collaboration pales next to the
cost of business as usual.

Lessons for Democratic Governance

The cases discussed here suggest a number of
important lessons for the role of collaborative gov-
ernance practice in democracy. First, the evidence
shows that it can be an effective strategy to address
the challenges for democracy imposed by contem-
porary society. Collaborative governance practice
can resolve seemingly intractable public policy
conundrums and produce successful policy out-
comes. It can also produce important outcomes in
addition to agreement. It can increase the capacity
of communities, organizations, and individuals to
work together in the future to solve collective prob-
lems. It can create innovative changes to practice.
Finally it can yield new understanding and infor-
mation to serve as the basis for better decision mak-
ing in the future.

Often what looks like a significant cost for collab-
oration pales next to the cost of business as usual.

Collaborative governance practice can resolve
seemingly intractable public policy conundrums
and produce successful policy outcomes.
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A corollary and second lesson is that collaborative
practices are not appropriate for every public poli-
cy problem, or even most problems. By and large,
existing institutions and practices work adequately
to manage policy issues, and these practices do not
offer any added value. Alternatively, actors may
believe that they cannot address their problem with
collaboration. In addition, collaborative practices
are not appropriate where the eight conditions enu-
merated earlier in this article don’t exist to initiate
or sustain them. Most important, for the practices
to be effective the full diversity of the interests
affected by the issue must be included and the par-
ticipants must recognize their interdependence in
moving toward a solution. If used for an inappro-
priate situation, the practices may not only fail to
produce outcomes in the public interest but actual-
ly do harm.

A third important lesson is that it matters very much
how the practice is carried out. Not every process
calling itself collaborative is an authentic collabora-
tive governance practice. To be authentic requires
the use of appropriate organization, methods, and
tools; facilitative leadership; and deliberative space
free of coercion. Authentic collaborative practice
usually requires professional expertise for guidance.
It begins with an assessment to determine whether
the conditions and resources exist for potential suc-
cess. It requires in the organization phase adoption
of ground rules for the process. Also needed is an
information-gathering phase before the negotiation
and problem-solving phase begins. This latter phase
must ensure the conditions for authentic dialogue.27

Finally, it calls for an implementation phase that
offers assurance to the participants and the means
to monitor and adapt to results. A process not car-
ried out properly is also not likely to produce out-

comes in the public interest, and it may actually
cause harm.

The fourth lesson these cases suggest is that public
officials and community leaders can do much to cre-
ate a context for collaborative democratic gover-
nance to emerge when it is appropriate. They can
create the space for the practice, as the public offi-
cials in Sacramento did when they created the
Sacramento Water Forum. They can create the struc-
tures for collaborative governance practice, as
Congress and the EPA did when they created a struc-
ture for the Clean Fuels Advisory Committee. They
can provide support and facilitative leadership to
initiate and maintain practices, as they did in all
these cases. They can present training opportunities
for managers and the public to give them the tools
and methods to use in collaborative practice. Public
managers can adapt their everyday practices for
public participation to make them more participato-
ry. They can build into their performance incentives
for managers’ recognition of the importance of col-
laborative skills, along with the other skills of man-
agement. Institutions of higher education can
generate curricula that educate students in public
administration, public policy, planning, and political
science about collaborative governance practices.
For example, my own Department of Public Policy
and Administration at California State University,
Sacramento, has integrated collaborative policy
making into its program for graduate students.
Finally, scholars can undertake research and theory
building to strengthen the capacity of democratic
governance to produce better public policy with
appropriate collaborative practices. As an example,
the Collaborative Democracy Network, a network
of international and interdisciplinary scholars,
began in 2003 to collaborate toward this end.

Collaborative practices are not appropriate for every
public policy problem, or even most problems.

It matters very much how the practice is carried
out. Not every process calling itself collaborative
is an authentic collaborative governance practice.
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A final lesson suggested by these cases is that even
when collaborative practice is done correctly and in
an appropriate situation, changing traditional gov-
ernance is still a daunting task. As Machiavelli
observed centuries ago, “It ought to be remembered
that there is nothing more difficult to take in hand,
more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its
success, than to take the lead in the introduction of
a new order of things.”28 As the challenges I have
discussed indicate, much remains to be done in
introducing more collaborative governance practice
into democracy. But the experience of the leaders
who are taking this practice in hand show that intro-
ducing a “new order of things” may be possible.
Given the reality of the challenges for governance in
contemporary times and the potential of these
emerging practices for producing better public poli-
cy outcomes, can we really afford to ignore them?
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