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Living With Risk, Taking Action: The Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations in Uncertain Times
Collaboration for Adaptation to Climate Change: Facing risks through collaboration.

Susan Long and Wendy Harding (RMIT University)
This paper will focus on some outcomes of a year-long participatory action research project dealing with multi-party collaboration in an area where risk for human communities is high – adaptation to climate change. The researchers worked with a government body to develop their capacity for collaboration between their different sections and with relevant stakeholders, so that community adaptation to environmental change might proceed in a constructive and creative manner. A major aim was to ‘Build knowledge of and capacity for collaborative team work’.
This paper will explore the development of a model of collaboration, giving some examples of how collaboration developed, some of the obstacles encountered (both in terms of planning and group dynamics) and some outcomes. The teams and individuals involved will be disguised for purposes of confidentiality.
Background

In the 21st century we recognise our natural environment as a complex adaptive ecosystem. Here plants, animals, water, and the earth with its minerals all interact to form complex landscapes within complex weather systems including fire patterns. Each part influences each of the other parts and most importantly, the whole system. Change processes in complex systems vary over time in response both to internal and external factors
 
. In healthy systems this can be described as an adaptive process. So by adaptive, we mean adaptation of the whole to its parts, the parts to the whole and the system to its environment.

But there are risks both to and from human communities. These include droughts, floods, devastating bushfires, loss of species diversity, excess carbon in the atmosphere and climate change.

Human communities, work organizations and social systems form part of the wider complex social-ecosystem. These relations are often referred to as ‘coupled social and ecological systems’ or ‘social-ecological systems’
. Humans are part of the system because they are part of ‘nature’. But humans also have communities that interact with nature from a privileged position – consciously using natural resources for their own development and growth at a cultural level beyond simple survival. In so doing, human communities plan their interventions into the ecosystem – sometimes in ways that aid the sustainability and resilience of natural resources; many times with little thought for sustainability. 

Like the elephant in the story of the blind men,
 issues in complex systems can only be addressed through collaborative rather than isolated or competitive efforts. Furthermore, human interventions are subject to unconscious social processes as well as conscious planning. Human desires such as the wishes for power, affiliations and narcissistic pleasures colour decision-making even when we are unaware. 

The Research

The research method used was participatory action research, together with reflective ‘action learning’. In contrast to traditional research processes, PAR employs a cyclical and iterative process of exploration, discovery, action to implement change and evaluation
.  It also provides a methodology for studying an ongoing process as it occurs so that information gained can be used by role holders to improve their process and outcomes. Reflective ‘action learning’
 is allied to action research. It is a process of learning from one’s actions. ‘It brings together a) knowledge of theory, b) professional or craft expertise, c) tacit and local knowledge, and d) intrapersonal, interpersonal and group dynamics. Moreover it brings these together in a context of continuing experiential learning’.
  In simple terms, it is an organised and structured way of learning from experience on the job.

The research worked with teams made up of members from across the organisation and examined team dynamics and the development of collaborative capacity. We worked intensively with three different projects. In order to protect confidentiality both with individuals and the organisation, we present learning from across the project as appropriate. We worked with four main interventions: interviews; observations and feedback through working notes; introduction of reflective practice across the case studies; and, support for collaborative process through comments on process and progress. We will present our material through a lens of collaborative development and critical incidents in the process of collaboration. Following this we will present the model of collaboration developed in the project.

Theories and Models of Collaboration

There are many theories that deal with organisation culture and climate and some few that deal with collaboration, mainly in terms of the development of good interpersonal relations and trust. 

Beyond this however, there are those that also deal with broader systemic issues.
 Here we focus on such systemic issues including clear purpose, aims, tasks and roles as well as the interpersonal issues of trust. We look at how organisation structure, authority and accountability aid or impede complex group dynamics, including unconscious dynamics and the development of collaborative roles and relations. In taking a systemic socioanalytic perspective we recognise the importance of displacement as a dynamic, where problems in one part of the system may appear as symptoms elsewhere.

A Three Stage Framework Towards Collaboration

Through our own research, building also on the work of colleagues at our university
, we have developed a framework describing stages of collaborative development.

1. Pre- Collaboration: parties still primarily hold to their own agendas and stress the limits of their own resources, driven primarily by their own dynamics. Overall group organisation may be loose or limited in its authority. A sense of identity and authority is gained from knowledge of their own ‘home group’ agenda. There may be negotiated agreement about the overall group task, but primary identification with the collaborative group is minimal.

2. Transitional: most/all parties not only accept but are identified with the primary task of the collaborative group. They understand and are committed to the overarching purpose of the group and begin to take up roles in relation to this. The group begins a more dedicated commitment to its own organisation.
3. Collaboration: each of the parties is identified with the purpose and tasks of the group. They each have a strong role to play in the work of the group. They collectively work on a task and achieve outcomes. (This does not mean they agree on everything – difference is important in any working group). Identification with the group is strong and less of a challenge to original identifications with groups of origin. Members are comfortable, in general, with both.

This three stage framework was used in the research and members found it a useful anchor for their thinking about where their group might be in the overall development of collaboration.

Collaborative Development and our Method
We take the position that learning about and developing collaborative processes to achieve task goals go hand in hand. 

1 Too often work places focus on the task alone or on their work processes only cursorily – or these latter are managed mainly with industrial relations or HR issues in mind and then through regulation. Developing good collaboration in the service of the task should be based on evidence of its success. Hence the need to study where and when collaboration aids tasks. This is where action learning to improve socio-technical process is useful.

2 Moreover, the first step in improving collaborative processes is to recognise their importance and thus to see where and when collaboration is helpful (or not as the case may be). 

There were many climate change adaptation projects occurring across the organisation. They involved technical experts working alongside government bodies, community bodies, communication experts and others. The projects that we were involved with were constructed as collaborative endeavours from the outset – the participants were themselves learning about collaboration and how it might be improved between the various organisations involved. There was agreement about the need to develop collaborative processes and this we believed was an excellent start. 

We were part of a steering group that managed the overall collaboration project. Hence we were collaborating with the organisation in framing our own roles and work. Our role was developed primarily to aid organisational participants in their collaborative efforts across the organisation and with stakeholders in relation to local climate adaptation projects.

Initially we conducted extensive interviews across the projects focused mainly on our interviewees’ perceptions and experiences of collaboration both internally and with stakeholders. Interviews served a variety of purposes:

· Data were collected and thematised about attitudes towards, experiences of and vignettes about collaborative endeavours. Themes from these interviews were ‘fed back’ to the groups to facilitate their own understanding of their dynamics;

· We used the interviews to learn more about the organisation and climate change adaptation. We needed to gain an understanding of both the tasks they faced as well as the culture these tasks were conducted within. This was essential for us from socio-technical and socioanalytic perspectives.

· Interviews served to engage participants in developing collaborative processes. They raised awareness of the issues and why collaboration might be important. 

 Second, each of the major projects had group meetings which we attended in order to observe and hopefully promote collaborative endeavours. We introduced the idea of reflective space by asking members to contribute their own reflections of the group process and their own thoughts and feelings about the meeting at the end of each meeting. Members in general readily complied and started to find this useful in bringing forward some issues in the group that would not otherwise have emerged within the meeting.

Through Working Notes
 we introduced definitions, conceptual ideas and models about collaboration in group settings. The working notes included our thoughts about our experience of the group so far based on interview and observation data. The working notes provided a basis for group members to explore (research) and intervene in the group processes towards increased collaborative capacity. 

These interventions, along with the impact of the action research interview process, we believe helped the groups increase their internal robustness allowing more open dialogue and legitimate space for discussions about the group member’s experience, the groups’ purposes, governance mechanisms and structure that often take place outside groups such as this. 

The following gives a brief summary of findings from the interviews and our observations of the case study groups about what aided and hindered, plus our thoughts about these in terms of how collaborative capacity might be strengthened.

What aided Collaboration?
1 Purposefully designed and supported collaboration.
A structure and culture for collaborative work was not systematically built into job descriptions, strategic business plans and budgets. Collaboration as a way of doing things was sometimes built into project work. When this occurred, collaboration aided the work substantially. 

We also observed in the case study groups that collaboration was more successful when planned.  For instance, when the staff met to consider their collective approach to stakeholders, they engaged in planned collaboration. This decreased the number of miscommunications with stakeholders and improved stakeholder relations.

We Recommend: Collaboration as a value and set of expectations should be systematically built into job descriptions, strategic business plans, projects and budgets.  

2 Common purpose and identification with a ‘whole of organisation’ approach. 

Participants in general believed that successful collaborative projects occur when personal and sectional interests are put aside in the interest of achieving a common purpose. However, it is not easy to set aside individual and divisional interests. These strongly influence organisational work.  Work cultures often operate as interpersonal relationship networks where commitments derive both from a personal ‘quid pro quo’ basis as well as from substantive task and role. In this type of culture, while this is often helpful in getting things done in the first instance, process is sometimes taken for granted rather than established formally at the beginning of each new endeavour and hence built into culture for use when specific individuals are no longer in the organisation. 

The data indicate that if a project involves mutual interests and can serve each of personal, sectional and all-of-organisation interests, it is more likely to be successful than if only one of these is served.
We noted in the case study groups that it was only through a group developmental process over time that members were able to move from a more sectional / parochial position to more fully consider a ‘whole-of -organisation’ position. This required the development of trust and greater task and role clarity in the collaborative group and a consequent greater identification by members with the collaborative group. It also depended on continuity of membership, clear and well organised leadership, chairing and administrative support for the group, and well developed communication systems between group members. Important in this developmental process was our presence as expert group facilitators, able to observe and comment on group process from an external, unbiased vantage point. This group development process was only partially achieved in the time of the project and differed in its extent between the three groups. Project groups should be aware that collaborative work depends on the development of the collaborative group through a series of stages. The skills to aid in this development are achieved over time and with the help of skilled group facilitators.
We Recommend: Projects should include time for process development as well as time for the development of the substantive work task and should used skilled facilitators to aid in this process, at least in the first instance until skills are developed in the group. 
3 Trust and networks

Staff members recognised that trust in collaborative partners is important. Through interpersonal networks, trust builds between people. However, an informal system of ‘repayment’ of favours operates in solely interpersonal networks. This has positive and negative aspects. Trust may be strong between staff members who know each other well and this leads to a tendency to go to well known others for information, or knowledge sharing, or to choose the ‘same old familiar people’ as representatives to projects. This curtails the development of new links between groups. Working closely with only familiar people can work against choosing the right person in the right role for the task. 
We Recommend: To build good collaboration that is right for task, staff members need to create new links with those they are less familiar with. This may mean extending their knowledge about different roles in other sections and the work done in those roles. 
4 Structural and cultural support for commitment
Interviewees agreed that commitment to the tasks of a collaborative project is important.  Even with many committed staff members, commitment has to be prioritised and focused because of limited time and energy. Too often cross sectional or intergroup collaborative projects fall low in the list of priorities for staff members. They sometimes appear as ‘not particularly relevant’ to their day to day work. 
We Recommend: To become highly prioritised cross sectional, inter-group and inter-organisational collaborative projects need to be strongly supported through organisational structure and culture. Such support requires:
· Formalised communication structures and processes. 

· Support from the top. This is essential. Senior leaders and executives need to strongly support cross sectional endeavours. This requires not simply cursory support, but a strong understanding about purposes and tasks of these endeavours by managers and hence careful selection of staff to represent different areas according to their ‘fit’ with the task. 

· Discovering and communicating the strongest conceptual, policy and practical links between the work of each section and the overarching aims and purposes of the organisation and its stakeholders. This encourages staff members to link personal, divisional and all of organisational commitments. One example is the response to external crises. In times of crisis, personal, sectional and all of organisational purposes and practical linkages come together. 

· Rewards should be regularly instituted for collaborative work. Currently doing this work feels unrewarded and done as an ‘add-on’.

· Consultation with staff members about the development and design of collaborative cross sectional work is not always carried out. When good consultative processes are adopted, the collaborative process is more successful. But consultative practice is not always adopted. Having consultative process as part of regular practice is necessary.
5 Good communication, learning and education
The work across two different sub-cultures needed attention in terms of communication styles and content. It was more readily bridged in country areas where people live and work in close proximity in their communities and offices. This is supported by the informal culture.  Specialised ‘communications’ groups often provide cross sectional communications.

We Recommend: Good communication, learning and education are important for collaborative work. Managers need to ensure that these functions work well within and between different work groups. Managers might need more education and training themselves in order to develop their own staff in areas such a team work, collaborative capacity, consultative practice and interpersonal communication skills. Structurally this may mean de-centralisation of some training functions, for example.

6 Understanding of the community and other stakeholders
We observed that the case study groups worked best when they were able also to meet separately apart from stakeholders in their projects. This helped them gain and share a common understanding and common approach to the stakeholders. These meetings, interspersed between the meetings with stakeholders present, aided in the development of a mutual approach to the work with stakeholders. This format of interspersed meetings was beneficial for the stakeholders. They felt more secure about the messages coming from the organisation, clearer about the communication channels authorised and available and more likely to work with the organisation’s staff on joint decisions.

When case study groups failed to have their own internal meetings in between their meetings with stakeholders, the communications within the groups became strained and uncertain and group members were less likely to discuss issues openly. We believe this was because members did not have a good sense that their contributions could represent a whole of organisation, rather than just a personal or sectional interest. That is, they had a poor sense of authorisation.  

We Recommend: Where organisations work with external stakeholders, the internal representatives should gain clear joint understandings of purpose, task and roles within the project. To do this the internal members need to meet separately as well as with the external stakeholders. Where staff members have a good joint understanding of their stakeholders – their needs, pressures, cultures and plans – this common understanding aids the collaborative work between internal sections. The common understanding supports the common purpose and identification noted in point 2 (above). A common understanding is supported in two ways; (i) through direct discussions with stakeholders and (ii) through internal discussions that explore and interpret the meaning of what has been learned.
What hindered Collaboration?

1 Structural and cultural issues
Cultural issues that hindered collaboration across sections included: adversarial/competitive stance, busyness and risk aversion. 

We Recommend: Organisations should build in collaborative structures and processes as part on ongoing project work.

3 Lack of cross-sectional ownership

When cross-sectional projects are not clearly invested in by all players, collaborative work is less successful. Investments may be financial, but also involve leadership and committed participation. The investment by leaders is critical. 

We Recommend: Leadership should clearly prioritise cross sectional project work in climate change adaptation projects and make clear commitments.
3 Lack of Understanding about the Nature of Collaborative Work and lack of skills

Whilst participants all held views about what collaboration means, common understanding and language was systemically lacking. Also absent was a general appreciation of the skills needed to support collaboration and the extent of work necessary to optimise collaborative possibilities. 
We Recommend: A framework, including definition, for working towards collaboration should be developed within an organisation and worked with organisation wide. 

Summarising Aids and Hindrances to collaboration     
The following table summarises the research findings 

	What aids collaboration?
	What hinders collaboration?



	Purposefully designed and supported cross sectional collaboration
	Unplanned and /or poor cross sectional collaboration; poor protocols for collaboration

	Common Purpose and identification with a ‘whole of organisation’ approach. 


	Lack of cross-sectional ownership

	Trust and networks


	Failure to make new links

	Structural and cultural support for commitment


	Structural and cultural impediments

	Good communication, learning and education
	Lack of collaborative skills and capabilities

	Understanding of other groups, community and stakeholders
	Lack of understanding about the nature of other groups


A Critical Incident
Throughout the duration of the research there were a number of critical incidents that occurred. Reflection on these incidents was important for developing collaborative capacity. The following discussion details one incident where important learning about collaboration took place.

For adaptation to climate change projects to be successful, there is a need to better link the processes of policy and program development with grass roots activities and service users, in order to aid government responsiveness to the needs of those communities it serves.   Program design therefore should include systems to ensure that policy, and its application at the community level, is shaped by continuous learning and is responsive to change.  Increasingly complex problems must take account of multiple internal and external stakeholder interests if responsiveness is to be effective and supported by the broader community. In this spirit, one of the case study groups combined organisational members and important stakeholders. 
As part of a series of projects a memorandum of understanding (MoU) was drawn up between the case study project group and a major stakeholder group. This MoU was critical to the progress of many of the projects covered by the case study group. However, the stakeholder group declined to sign at a critical meeting. There were representatives of the stakeholder group on the case study project, but the power to make the full agreement lay elsewhere. After much soul-searching and discussion within the case study group they recognised mistakes they had made in developing the collaborative process. These included: not formally assessing the stakeholder group’s readiness to participate in the agreement; not taking seriously enough some of the concerns voiced by representatives of the stakeholder organisation and not formally assessing risks to the MoU and ways of mitigating these. Despite knowing much of the history of the stakeholder organisation, in the enthusiasm to work on the projects the possibility of internal issues affecting stakeholder readiness or willingness to sign the agreement were not fully discussed. From this incident, examined through their developing knowledge and skills about collaboration, the case study group learned much about the need to develop trust between partners over time and to collaborate on developing the conditions that would enable agreements to be forged.
Skills for Collaboration
There are some simple skills that can be developed to improve collaboration. These began to be recognised and learned in the case study groups. They need to be learned within a deliberate attempt to create and develop a culture of collaboration.

1 Recognise that collaboration takes time and that time must be assigned specifically to collaborative efforts above the time needed to simply achieve the task of the group.

2 Reflective practice must be ‘built in’ to projects and meetings. This involves spending adequate time on reviewing the process involved in the work as well as the content of the work. The process involves, for example: how members worked together; whether or not all members were involved and able to put forward their points of view and their information; the emotional tone of the meeting/ work and why the tone was as it was; frustrations and pleasures in the work; what was achieved and how. Reflective practice allows members to discover how they work and how to improve their process and outcomes. Reflective practice skills need to be learned. This can be aided by skilled practitioners. 

3 Improve interpersonal communication skills such as listening, clarifying and questioning. All members can benefit from leadership communication skills such as summarising all points around an issue before moving on, keeping to task and time and ensuring all parties can be heard.

4 Group dynamics always affect collaborative efforts. Skills in recognising group dynamics need to be developed, such as: when the group is ‘off task’; when roles are confused or undeveloped; when sub-groups become ‘locked into’ intractable positions and the whole group becomes polarised; when issues are avoided due to fears and anxieties; when the leader dominates rather than facilitates discussion. Sometimes expert consultation is required, but the group members need to recognise these dynamics and either manage them themselves or seek help. The worst outcome is if these dynamics predominate and are only discussed in sub-groups behind closed doors. 

5 Ensure adequate authorisation for the collaborative work. This normally comes through the organisational hierarchy. Members should learn the skills of ‘managing upwards’ in regard to this. Ensure that senior managers are aware of the work and the need to give adequate authorisation and resources to the work.

6 Recognise that collaboration develops through stages and is an outcome of work done together.

A framework for Collaboration

A framework to enhance collaborative capacity in groups was developed through the research with the help of participants from the case study groups and the overall action research steering group. The collaborative framework articulates development across all three stages of our three stage model of collaborative development. Recall the three stage model identifies development from pre-collaboration through transition to collaboration. The collaborative framework covers:

· Purpose and Initial Governance
· Process
· Confirmation of Governance Leadership and Membership
· Learning about Collaboration
· Working Together
· Outcomes
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Description of the Model/Framework

Initial Governance

1. Decide an initial governance and leadership structure for the project. Decide the nature of leadership for the task. Examples may be: a project leader/manager; a meeting chair; a secretariat. This allows the first steps to proceed.

2. Gain clarity around funding and resources needed.

Purpose

3. Collectively decide the purpose for the collaboration and have all parties agree.

4. Discuss the meanings and language used in developing purpose. Develop collective meanings and language. These may have to be revisited at different times throughout the collaborative project.

5. Decide overall structure, hoped for outcomes and timelines for the project in light of the purpose.

Process

6. Decide the initial protocols, processes and values to be used in meetings. These should not be ‘lip service’ agreements but real workable agreements so that members can hold each other to account. Members must feel authorised by these processes and feel able to bring them to the notice of others in a helpful and enquiring manner if transgressions occur.

7. Include reflective practice in the process. This involves time to discuss the experience of the collaboration and to reflect on learning at each stage.

8. Include discussions about the different aims and cultures of the groups, organisations and parties present. This will include discussions about the various roles of group members, their authorisation from their groups of origin and the expectations of, and pressures on them from their organisations vis a vis the collaborative purpose.

Preparation for Collaboration

9. Include an examination of risks, allocation of resources to mitigate risks and an assessment of partner readiness. Readiness for collaboration can be formally assessed. The assessment of risk ensures that the organisation is going into the partnership with realistic expectations and enough resources to mitigate risks.

Confirmation of Governance Leadership and Membership

10. Following the initial stages, review and confirm the governance and leadership structures, making adjustments in the light of the initial experience.

11. Review membership in the light of purpose, aims and intended goals.

Learning about Collaboration

12. Provide sessions on the development of the collaborative process and the skills and capabilities needed for successful collaboration.

13. Provide sessions for review of the project throughout its planning and implementation, including review of processes, membership and roles.

14. Document learning at various stages of the project. This informs the collaborative group, but also allows for sustainable learning into the future for other similar groups.

Working Together

15. Allow for ongoing and distributed leadership to enhance group membership engagement. For example, some group members may act as champions for particular aspects of the work of the group in other external groups or more broadly in the organisation. Others may take up internal process roles such as ‘reflection leader’ (ie the role of leading group process reflections).

16. Ensure leadership has the capacity and skills to facilitate meetings in terms of both task and process. Effective leadership in collaborative forums is paramount. A chairperson who is well versed in collaborative practices and protocols can better facilitate a group’s journey along the collaborative spectrum.

17. Ensure active participation of all members by giving members relevant roles with respect to the collaborative task (as well as their roles in the substantive tasks of individual projects) and including the outcomes of their tasks and roles into the project.

18. Plan to do work in manageable timelines. Don’t overload participants.

19. Develop strong communicative structures and patterns between members using communication vehicles that suit members and that they use regularly.

20. If sub-committees or sub-groups are developed to do work on behalf of the whole, make sure their deliberations, conclusions and outcomes are well communicated to all members. Provide time or mechanisms for questions and feedback.

21. Allow times and occasions for members to get to know one another to become familiar with the skills and capabilities of each other.

Outcomes

22. Ensure all members have the opportunity to contribute to final reports or other outcomes.
The model can be used and adapted with other teams engaged in cross-departmental, cross-team and/or stakeholder relations. 

Conclusion

In addressing current realities and future possibilities of environmental change it is imperative that government departments, communities and other stakeholders are able to successfully communicate, work constructively together and innovate. Staff in the government organisation who funded this action research recognised that the place to begin this work is internal to the organisation. The research outcomes are written in this paper, our hope is that that these have become an ongoing critical part of the organisations structure and culture.   
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