What principles can inform good practice in collaborating in the generation of environmental knowledge?

Peter Taylor, NewSSC Workshop 2007, 7 April 07

Background

Between us, we already have many ideas about why people emphasize collaboration in environmental research and how the goals people have are best/better achieved.  The activity below is proposed for the first day, so we elicit and organize these ideas to serve as a backdrop for subsequent discussions.

My own reflection on four workshops in 2000 (http://www.faculty.umb.edu/pjt/ECOS.html) led me to identify six angles for thinking about why a workshop or organized multi-person collaborative processes (OMPCP) might be needed in some environmental issue:

a. The knowledge and research skills of more than one person are needed, as recognized in particular when multi-disciplinary teams are established.

b. More than one party is involved in the environmental issue, as recognized when meetings include stakeholder representatives.

c. Environmental complexity requires ongoing assessment (as against a one-time analysis) and so an ongoing organization or group is needed to conduct the assessment, as recognized in the field of Adaptive Environmental Assessment and Management (AEAM).

d. Knowledge can be generated that is greater than any single participant or sum of participants came in with, by, for example, bringing unacknowledged knowledge to the surface.

e. To ensure investment in the product of the collaboration, which might include ongoing collaboration.

f. To create greater capacity for productive engagement in OMPCPs.

Q; What else might you add to or alter in this list?

With these six angles—especially the last three— in mind, I have chewed on the following problems:

1. Reaching beyond intentional communities.  Proponents of participation in environmental matters (including myself) aren't very good on addressing "the challenge of bringing into interaction not only a wider range of researchers, but a wider range of social agents, and to the challenge of keeping them working through differences and tensions until plans and practices are developed in which all the participants are invested" (from my book, Unruly Complexity, U. Chicago Press, 2005, 199).  Participants are often self-selected or, at least, much less varied than the range of people (classes, ethnicities, ages, educational background) than the population affected by the environmental matter. 

2. Process fatigue.  The people whose facilitation techniques I draw on most, Institute for Cultural Affairs (ICA) in Toronto, make much use of “cardstorming” techniques in which individuals brainstorm onto cards (post-its), which are then sequentially put up on the wall into groups that emerge as the participants discuss their similarity and then name those groups and groups of the groups.  This approach is intended to elicit group ownership of the schema that emerges, but, in my experience, many people tire quickly and a few voices are left to define and name the groups. 
3. Themes & theories about facilitating and participating in OMPCPs.  When/why, for example, does well-facilitated collaboration result in participants’ investment in the product of the collaboration?  How can we—as participants or facilitators—ensure that “knowledge can be generated that is greater than any single participant or sum of participants came in with, by, for example, bringing unacknowledged knowledge to the surface.”

The activity is intended to elicit your ideas about #3, but in doing so may also address problems #1 & 2.  

Activity (100 minutes)

Preparation: Pre-circulate reading to be done before the workshop or the night before: Taylor (2005), Epilogue, http://www.faculty.umb.edu/pjt/epilogue.pdf.  

Flip charts on the walls for people to add their themes& theories, with PT’s initial thinking already recorded.

Wikipage, http://sicw.wikispaces.com/CollaborationPrinciples, onto which designated scribe records themes & theories that emerge from brainstorming.

Steps:

1. PT recaps the preamble, highlights problem #3, reveals some themes & theories, 
 but conveys openness to other kinds of themes, e.g., about the “how to.” (5 min)

2. You brainstorm (individually) about themes & theories. (7 mins)

3. In pairs, share your thinking. (8 mins)

4. You add themes & theories to flip charts with identifying initials. (5 mins)

5. Selecting from (and adding to) what’s on the flip charts, you prepare a personal statement or “manifesto” about principles or ground rules that they would use (implicitly or explicitly) in some situation.  These may depend on the situation you envisage and what you view as the goals of OMPCPs—what counts as success for you?  During this step of the activity, others may question you about the meaning of what you put on the flip chart sheets.   You may also copy and paste from the wikipage via a laptop with wireless connection or by working upstairs in the library. (30 mins) 

6. Statements/manifestos are posted on the wall and viewed by everyone. (15 mins)

7. General discussion of commonalities and differences. (25 mins)

8. Critical incident questionnaire to evaluate the activity. (5 mins)    




� For example, some themes from from ICA training: Notwithstanding any initial impressions to the contrary, everyone has insight (wisdom) and we need everyone's insight for the wisest result.


There is insight in every response.  (There are no wrong answers.)


We know more than we are, at first, prepared or able to acknowledge.


When a person is heard, they can better hear others and hear themselves.  This causes us to examine decisions made in advance about what the other people are like, what they are and are not capable of.


The step-by-step workshop process thus aims to keep us listening actively to each other, foster mutual respect, and elicit more of our insight.


Your initial conclusions may change -- be open for surprises.


What we come out with is very likely to be larger and more durable than what any one person came in with; the more so, the more voices that are brought out by the process.


In particular, we will be engaged in carrying out/carrying on the plans we develop.


In sum, the workshop process aims for the "greatest input, with greatest commitment and the least confusion, in the least time."





