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Recapitulation

Collaborative governance has become a prominent, alternative strategy for policy making 

throughout the Western world (Termeer 2009; Fung 2015). In general, the term collab-

orative governance denotes those processes in which a diversity of stakeholders (across 

organizational and/or group boundaries) work together with the aim to develop a joint ap-

proach to address a public issue of common concern (Nowell 2009b; Robertson and Choi 

2012). The ‘process’ element is notable here, since it implies that collaborative governance 

is a dynamic, evolving phenomenon (cf. Heikkila and Gerlak 2016). Yet, although scholars 

acknowledge the processual and dynamic nature of collaboration, only few have actually 

engaged in process studies, i.e. in systematically exploring how and why collaboratives 

change over time. In this study, we focused on two ‘process’ dimensions in collaborative 

governance which are both considered critical for achieving collaborative success: stake-

holders’ relating dynamics and issue framing dynamics. As Bouwen and Taillieu (2004) 

argue: multi-party collaborations hinge on both “a meaningful space of acknowledging 

different understandings and a social space acknowledging each others presence and 

identity” (p. 150). Yet, they also comment hereon:

Although creative work has been done by several authors, there is a general observation that 

the[se] critical processes are not fully understood yet. The large part of multi-party projects 

do not deliver the expected results. There is a need for further development of conceptual 

vocabularies to guide research and practice. (emphasis added)

This quote recapitulates the focus and motivation of this study: the need for developing 

an understanding of stakeholders’ relating and issue framing dynamics in collaborative 

governance processes, with a predominant focus on the first. In addition, literature not 

only suggests that stakeholders’ relating and framing dynamics are critical processes in 

itself, it also posits that both dynamics are connected (Bouwen and Taillieu 2004; Dewulf 

et al. 2009; Healey 2003). However, also the connection between these dynamics remains 

an understudied topic in collaborative governance research.

Following on these gaps in collaborative governance research, this study set out to improve 

our understanding of stakeholders’ relating dynamics and of the way(s) in which these 

are connected to the issue framing dynamics in a collaborative governance process. The 

research question that guided this inquiry was the following:

Conclusions and discussion 3



How and why do stakeholder relations evolve over time in collabora-
tive governance processes, and how do relating dynamics interplay 
with the issue framing dynamics?

To answer this question, we worked through a number of consecutive steps. First, we 

established an analytical framework to analyse stakeholders’ relating and issue framing 

dynamics and the connection between both throughout a collaborative governance 

process (Chapter 2). Next, seen the focus on dynamism in this study, we developed a 

methodological approach that enables to come to grips with the processual and dynamic 

nature of stakeholder relations (Chapter 3 and 4). As a final step, we applied the developed 

analytical and methodological process-oriented approach to two empirical cases of collab-

orative governance processes concerning urban planning issues. The first empirical study, 

the Katendrecht case, focused particularly on stakeholders’ relating dynamics: on how 

stakeholder relations evolve throughout time and why they evolve as they do (Chapter 5). 

The second empirical study, the Vreewijk case, turned attention to the connection between 

stakeholders’ relating and issue framing dynamics (Chapter 6).

In this final chapter, we first discuss how the analytical and methodological approach 

advanced in this study, contributed to developing a dynamic, processual understanding 

of stakeholder relations and frames. Next, we present and discuss the findings and main 

conclusions drawn from our empirical studies. This chapter closes with discussing avenues 

for future research and formulating some cues about how our findings can inform practice.

the value of a pRocess study to investigate 
stakeholdeRs’ Relating dynamics in collaboRative 
goveRnance pRocesses

A large part of this study has been dedicated to developing an analytical and methodologi-

cal approach that would allow us to capture stakeholder relations and issue framing as 

dynamic, evolving phenomena (see Chapter 2, 3 and 4). This analytical and methodological 

approach made several instrumental contributions to this study, which we will discuss and 

reflect upon in this section.

the value of a process orientation to study stakeholder 
relations

The focus on (temporally) evolving phenomena in this study implies a process orientation, 

which turns attention to questions of change, motion and flux (Langley et al. 2013; Demir 
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and Lychnell 2015; van de Ven 1992; van de Ven and Poole 2005). A process orientation is 

grounded in a process ontology, which, in a nutshell, conceives of the world as inherently 

processual and ever-changing, and prioritizes “activity over substance; process over prod-

uct; change over persistence” (Rescher 1996, 31) (see Chapter 4). A process orientation 

thus distinguishes itself through the aim to come to grips with phenomena in “a process 

of becoming (as opposed to being)” (Demir and Lychnell 2015, 87).

Studies, adhering to a process orientation, empirically focus on the temporal evolution 

of phenomena and “draw[s] on theorizing that explicitly incorporates temporal progres-

sions of activities as elements of explanation and understanding” (Langley et al. 2013, 

4). Process studies enable to establish a particular, ‘narrative’, form of knowing about 

phenomena: they provide temporally-arranged and contextualized understandings of 

phenomena (Langley and Tsoukas 2010; Van de Ven and Poole 2005; Worth 2008). Such 

knowledge is not available from most variance-based generalizations: “this is because the 

latter tend to ignore time, reduce it to a lag effect, compress it into variables (e.g., describ-

ing decision making as fast or slow, or environments as dynamic or stable), or reduce its 

role to […] ‘comparative statics’ (reevaluating variance-based relationships at successive 

times’)” (Langley et al. 2013, 4).

As a general and essential contribution then, the adoption of a process orientation to 

study stakeholder relations shaped our ‘frame of mind’ and, by doing so, opened up an 

alternative perception of this phenomenon: rather than focusing on how relations ‘are’ or 

‘should be’ (relations as a ‘state’), it turned full attention to the temporal flow of relations, 

i.e. to their ‘becoming’ (relations as ‘processual’) (Demir and Lychnell 2015; Langley et al. 

2013). Empirically, this explicit focus on dynamism and change in relations, rather than 

on relational ‘states’, has made it possible to observe how relational meanings shift over 

time and to gain insight into the (temporal accumulation of) critical events that triggered 

change (see Chapter 5). It also made it possible to reveal that the way in which stakehold-

ers’ relating and issue framing are connected changes over time, depending on the phase 

the collaborative process finds itself in (see Chapter 6). These findings would have been 

difficult to achieve without an explicit focus on understanding the temporal structure of 

and change in stakeholders’ relations and frames.

Adopting a process orientation, i.e. seeking answers for process questions, requires analyti-

cal concepts and methodological tools that explicitly draw attention to motion, change, 

and temporal evolution (Demir and Lychnell 2015; Langley et al. 2013; Langley and 

Tsoukas 2010). To allow for this in this study, we developed a ‘process-sensitive’ analytical 

framework and methodology that can be used to systematically study stakeholders’ relat-

ing dynamics (see Chapter 2, 3 and 4). In the following paragraphs, we discuss the ways in 
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which this analytical and methodological approach helped to develop alternative insights 

that would otherwise have been difficult to achieve (Demir and Lychnell 2015; Van de Ven 

and Poole 2005).

Relational dialectics theory as a theoretical anchor to come to 
grips with the dynamic nature of stakeholder relations.

Since we wanted to develop a dynamic understanding of stakeholder relations, we needed 

to anchor our empirical study and analysis in a theory of process that consists of state-

ments about how and why interpersonal relations unfold over time (Van de Ven 1992). 

In this study, we grounded our analytical framework in relational dialectics theory (Baxter 

2004/2011; Baxter and Montgomery 1996) (see Chapter 2). Ontologically, relational 

dialectics theory conceives of relations as social constructions that are jointly constituted 

by actors in interaction (Baxter 2004). A core premise in relational dialectics is that inter-

personal relational meanings – i.e. the relationship-as-presently-constructed - emerge from 

the dynamic interplay between opposing, yet interrelated values, i.e. dialectical tensions 

(Baxter 2004, 2011; Baxter and Montgomery 1993). Another central assumption is that 

relating is considered as an indeterminate, ever-changing process ‘with no clear end-states 

and no necessary paths of change’ (Cools 2011). Relations are always in flux because 

meanings are continuously (re)negotiated through the ongoing interaction processes 

between relational parties, and between parties and their sociocultural environment (see 

Chapter 2, Chapter 4 and 5).

As a general contribution, relational dialectics theory offers a sensitizing/descriptive 

scheme to place analytical focus on ‘the micro-level relational processes of face-to-face 

contact between public professionals and community members’, e.g. public encounters, 

and more specifically on the interpersonal relating dynamics between those involved (cf. 

Bartels 2013, 469). These micro-level encounters have, it is argued, meaningful effects on 

the output and outcomes of collaborative governance processes (Bartels 2013; Stout et 

al.2018). Yet, while others have delved into the role of stakeholders’ interpersonal relating 

dynamics in collaborative governance (e.g. Bartels 2018; Healey 2007; Stout et al. 2018), 

using relational dialectics theory as a theoretical anchor to study these dynamics affords 

to develop alternative and novel insights hereabout. First of all, relational dialectics theory 

clearly turns attention to the dynamic and evolving character of interpersonal relating 

(Mumby 2005). Hence, it advances a process-oriented perspective on stakeholders’ inter-

personal relating: its focus on indeterminacy highlights how interpersonal relations never 

‘settle’: ‘there is always more relating that needs to be done’ (Duck 1990, 9). Second, and 

probably the most compelling aspect of relational dialectics theory, is that it foregrounds 
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ongoing struggle, tensions and conflict as natural to relating. Relating revolves around 

dealing with dialectical tensions, i.e. the interplay between competing values, that do 

not have a final or desirable resolution. This emphasis on tensions and struggle in relating 

shifts attention away from conceptions that treat relating as an order seeking develop-

ment – seeking to suppress tensions and struggle (Deetz 2001). In other words, relational 

dialectics theory does away with teleological views of relating, which see relating as a 

path of linear progression or unidirectional movement towards more interdependence, 

more connectedness, more harmony etc. (Baxter and Montgomery 1996; Baxter 2011). 

Relational dialectics theory thus highlights how it is in the nature of relating that it does 

not stay in a stable state of, for example, connectedness. As such, it explicitly departs from 

the idea that any particular understanding of stakeholders’ interpersonal relations is more 

desirable than another. This implies a nonnormative view of relating: different relating 

styles are considered appropriate for different times and places (Montgomery 1993). In 

addition, relational dialectics theory clearly ‘eschews the individual as the ‘centerpiece’ 

of relating’ and moves relating right into the social realm: relational meaning making 

emerges from the ‘in-between’ (Baxter 2011, 12). At the same time, relating is consid-

ered to be a deeply sociocultural process. As such, relational dialectics theory transcends 

the traditional dualistic approaches between agency and structure, individualism and 

holism, in social theory, and turns attention to how interpersonal relating is an emergent 

property of interaction – and thus an inherently processual phenomena (cf. Bartels and 

Turnbull 2019). 

In sum, relational dialectics theory offers a theoretical starting point to come to grips with 

the emergence and evolution of interpersonal relating (styles) and their implications for 

collaborative governance outputs and outcomes. In so doing, it connects and contributes 

to a lineage of public administration scholarship that advances a relational approach to 

public administration, which places interactions and relations, and its emergent properties 

at the heart of governing, and focuses on ‘unpacking dynamic, emergent and contingent 

performances of relational processes’ and (Bartels and Turnbull 2019, 4). 

timelining as a powerful tool in process-oriented research

In this study, we introduced and discussed a process-oriented methodology to systemati-

cally study the temporal flow and fluidity of stakeholders’ relating and issue framing in 

empirical reality. Concretely, our research approach involved the following methods and 

tools (cf. Chapter 3, Chapter 4):

Conclusions and discussion 7



Table 7.1. Overview methods and tools.

Data type Data set

Participant-observer research
(ethnographic fieldwork)

Meetings and events organized by the collaboratives 
between 2010-2016 (20+ in total for each case)
Informal conversations, commitment acts and/or 
incidental ethnographic interactions during meetings, 
during visits to participants’ (organizational) homes

Narrative interviews, in combination with graphic 
elicitation tool (diagram1)

Interviews with key stakeholders involved in the 
collaborative governance process between start of the 
collaboration and time of research (20+ interviews in 
each case)

Follow-up interviews (1 to 1.5 year after initial 
narrative interview), in combination with graphic 
elicitation tool (timeline2)

Follow-up interviews with key stakeholders (see above)

Formal documents & (social) media sources Policy documents, reports, minutes, etc. produced 
by the collaborative or by one of the organizations 
involved in the collaborative
Newspaper articles on the urban restructuring
Websites and blogs on the urban restructuring

Together these methods and tools helped to develop a dynamic and contextualized un-

derstanding of stakeholders’ relating and framing dynamics (see Chapter 3). For example, 

observing the collaborative process in ‘real time’ yielded us insight in the ongoing evolution 

of stakeholder relations and in the context in which they get shape. Furthermore, conduct-

ing multiple narrative interviews, in combination with graphic elicitation, offered a valuable 

means to develop a processual understanding of stakeholders’ relating and framing in 

retrospect (Bizzi and Langley 2012; Langley and Tsoukas 2010) (cf. Chapter 3). As a general 

contribution then, the methodology presented in this study provides an adequate example 

of a longitudinal research approach (Heikkila and Gerlak 2016; O’Leary and Vij 2012).

An important tool for developing a processual understanding was the timeline. Timelines, 

by definition, incorporate temporal flow, time and sequencing. Hence, a major advantage 

of timelining (i.e. the process of constructing a timeline) in a process study is that it, by 

nature, enables to account for the central importance of time (Sheridan et al. 2011). One 

of the primary purposes of the timeline was to promote and enrich participants’ narratives 

(cf. Sheridan et al. 2011) (see Chapter 3). Following the initial interview, we developed a 

timeline that, in a summarized way, chronologically documented each participant’s story 

along five dimensions: (1) events concerning their involvement in the collaborative process; 

1 The (researcher-produced) timeline visually and textually summarized the information obtained during 
the initial (narrative) interview along different dimensions and functioned as a ‘girder’ for the follow-up 
interview (see Chapter 3).

2 The diagram was used during the initial (narrative) interview as a tool to invite participants to visualize their 
experiences and evolution herein, rather than solely verbally expressing their experiences (see Chapter 3).
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(2) substantive developments concerning the urban restructuring; (3) experiences with 

stakeholder relations; (4) collaborative set-up; (5) contextual events. The timeline as such 

presented a stakeholder’s experiences in a processual way, on multiple dimensions (cf. 

Chapter 3). During follow-up interviews, this researcher-produced timeline was then used 

“as a vehicle through which further data was produced” (Sheridan et al. 2011, 554), and 

as a tool for ‘member-checking’ (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 106).

Besides these anticipated purposes, however, the timeline also contributed to our study in 

other, unexpected ways. First of all, discussing the timeline often resulted in a reflective 

dialogue with participants about how their story was represented (Finlay 2002; Ohja 2013). 

As a reaction to the timeline, many participants nuanced and/or revised parts of their 

initial story, thereby enriching already rich narratives (see Chapter 4). Hence, the timeline 

“offered us, as researchers, greater leverage for interpretation and insight” (Sheridan et 

al. 2011, 554).

In addition, timelining also offered advantages during the analytical stages of this study. 

By chronologically structuring the ‘shapeless data spaghetti’ (Langley 1999), timelining 

helped to get a comprehensible overview of the collaborative governance process – with-

out completely flattening out the ambiguity of process data - that would otherwise have 

been difficult to achieve. Such an overview also facilitated to trace connections between 

different dimensions, both within and across accounts of individual participants, and to 

generate local ‘causal maps’ (Langley 1999; LeGreco and Tracy 2009).

Finally, the timeline also proved to be a powerful tool to instil a sense of reflexivity both at 

the part of researchers and participants. In particular, timelining invited both participants 

and us, researchers, to reflect upon the ‘genealogy’ of stakeholder relations, and on a 

participant’s role in the ‘becoming’ of stakeholder relations over time. Hence, timelining 

contributed to create a specific form of reflexivity, which we labelled ‘historical-aware 

reflexivity’ (see Chapter 4). This connects to other researchers’ experiences with using 

timelines (Kuitenbrouwer 2018; Sheridan et al. 2011). As Sheridan et al. (2011, 565-566) 

comment:

the systematic agglomeration of data onto the timeline allows participants to contemplate the 

life (re)presented, to gain insight into their experiences, to explore dimensions of continuity and 

change in their lives and often to see things from new perspectives. In so doing, participants can 

effectively become researchers of their own lives.

Hence, timelining not only allowed for getting an overview of stakeholders’ relating dynam-

ics, it also allowed for contemplating and reflecting hereon together with participants (cf. 
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Sheridan et al. 2011). By doing so, it helped both researchers and participants to develop 

a deeper ‘processual sensitivity’ towards stakeholder relations in collaborative work (see 

Chapter 3 and 4). In addition, based on these reflexivity-inducing features of timelining, it 

is reasonable to conclude that the use of timelining in a (action) research process, has the 

potential to facilitate collaborative work, or even to unstuck collaborative processes, i.e. to 

help collaborative processes that have run ashore to move on (see Kuitenbrouwer 2018). 

In action research, reflexivity, i.e. raising awareness about one’s own assumptions and 

about how these shape roles and actions, is a key means to ‘provoke collective awareness 

and disarrange beliefs and values among participants’ and, in doing so, to deal with value 

conflicts in collaborative governance  (Westling et al. 2014). 

the empiRical Reality of stakeholdeRs’ Relating 
and fRaming dynamics, and the connection 
between both

The research question guiding this study comprised of two research themes: (1) developing 

an understanding of stakeholders’ relating dynamics, and (2) exploring the connection 

of stakeholders’ relating dynamics with the issue framing dynamics. These themes were 

empirically investigated through two in-depth, longitudinal cases studies, which both 

applied the analytical and methodological approach developed in this research project. 

The cases studied involved the collaborative governance process concerning the urban 

restructuring of Katendrecht, and that concerning the urban restructuring of Vreewijk. 

Both Katendrecht and Vreewijk are areas located in the city of Rotterdam, the Netherlands. 

In this section, we discuss the main empirical findings and the conclusions drawn from 

these two studies.

the prevalence of a “relating paradox”: the value of both an 
autonomy-individualism discourse and a commonality-sharing 
discourse

This study exposed the dynamism, change and motion in stakeholder relations and, as 

such, gave insight in how stakeholder relations changed over time. In chapter 5 and 6, 

we mapped stakeholders’ relating dynamics of respectively the Katendrecht collabora-

tive and the Vreewijk collaborative. We found that, in both collaboratives, stakeholders’ 

relating dynamics revolved around the dialectical tension between two value-clusters, i.e. 

discourses: a relational discourse of autonomy and individualism, privileging values like 

own identity, privacy, formal/business-like professionality and distance and; a relational 
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discourse of commonality and sharing, emphasizing values like togetherness, openness, 

informal/caring professionality and connectedness (cf. Chapter 5).

In the Katendrecht case we found how, for most of the time, stakeholders responded to 

this dialectical tension through a (praxis) pattern of ‘cyclic alternation’, which refers to a 

‘back and forth pattern over time in the dominance of first one discourse and then another’ 

(Baxter 2011, 271). This means the Katendrecht collaborative most often gave one-sided 

attention to one of both relational discourses –thereby temporarily subordinating the other 

discourse (Baxter 2011; Baxter and Montgomery 1996; Schad et al. 2016) (see Chapter 5).

A notable finding in the Katendrecht case is that – in contrast of what is often theoretically 

assumed (cf. Ansell and Gash 2008; Emerson et al. 2012) – the temporary dominance of a 

relational discourse of autonomy-individualism not necessarily implied ‘collaborative iner-

tia’ (Huxham and Vangen 2004; Huxham 2003). While stakeholders (emotionally) valued 

the time periods in which a relational discourse of commonality-sharing dominated the 

most, they also described how, in a given period, the dominance of a relational discourse 

of autonomy-individualism was experienced as functional and even beneficial to the col-

laborative process. The temporary emphasis on autonomy and individualism during this 

time period helped, they said, to dissolve some of the unproductive entanglements within 

the collaborative: it enabled stakeholders to reset their boundaries and rediscover their 

own focus (see Chapter 5).

These findings lead us to conclude that, while these discourses embody two competing, 

seemingly oppositional value-clusters, they both can be valid relating styles in collab-

orative work (see also Wood and Gray 1991). This can be labelled a ‘relating paradox’ 

in collaborative work. A paradox can be defined a “persistent contradiction(s) between 

interdependent elements” (Schad et al. 2016, 6). The aspect contradiction hereby refers 

to the presence of two oppositional value-clusters in relating, which (most often) foster a 

tug-of-war experience. The interdependency aspect means to denote that these opposing 

value-clusters presuppose each other or define one another: they exist on one continuum 

(Schad et al. 2016, 10). The concept of paradox also presumes that although it is possible 

to separate elements – which often is experienced more logical- it is their simultaneity that 

enables creativity and synergy. The ‘relating paradox’ then illustrates how both a discourse 

of commonality/sharing on the one hand, and a discourse of autonomy/individualism 

are associated with benefits and points of friction within collaborative work. To put it in 

another way, a relational discourse of commonality, and a relational discourse of autonomy 

can both be sources of advantage (+) or sources of inertia (-) (Vangen 2017a), as illustrated 

in Figure 7.1. Note that Figure 7.1. is a tentative construction of the ‘relating paradox’ 

based on observations in our empirical studies (but not systematically analysed as such).
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commonality/sharing

+  cohesive relations: strong sense of 
togetherness

‐  enmeshment: unproductive entanglements, 
excessive togetherness, diffuse boundaries 
(emphasis on WE)

autonomy/individualism

+  recognition of difference, in touch with own 
identity

‐  disengagement: each does his own thing, rigid 
boundaries
(emphasis on I)

Figure 7.1. Tentative construction of the relating paradox.

The relevance of capturing such paradoxes and the ways they are dealt with, derives from 

the growing body of literature that emphasizes the importance of explicitly recognizing the 

tension-ridden, paradoxical nature of collaborative governance and management (O’Leary 

and Vij 2012; Ospina and Saz-Carranza 2010; Vangen 2017a; Vangen and Winchester 

2014). Examining and better understanding the paradoxes inherent to collaborative work 

and the ways they are dealt with is currently considered to be an important issue to knowl-

edge advancement in collaborative governance literature (O’Leary and Vij 2012; Ospina 

and Saz-Carranza 2010; Vangen 2017a). By providing insight in and elaborating on the 

kind of tensions that arise in stakeholder relations in collaborative governance processes, 

this empirical study thus contributes to this line of research (Vangen 2017a, 268).

the synergistic power of a hybrid pattern of interplay 
between competing discourses

An important finding of this study concerns the synergistic power of a hybrid (praxis) 

pattern (a hybrid relating style) of ‘responding’ to the dynamic interplay between the two 

abovementioned discourses, i.e. to the ‘relating paradox’. A ‘hybrid’ involves the “mixing 

of [competing] discourses in a way that moves beyond a zero-sum dynamic” (Baxter 2011, 

139): two discourses co-occur (in time) in relational parties’ sense making. In the Katendre-

cht case, at some point in time (cf. episode 3, see Chapter 5), stakeholders were able to 

temporally dissolve the dialectical tension(s) between the two relational discourses and to 

transform or combine them into an integrated discourse: both discourses were still part of 

stakeholders’ relational meaning making, but they were no longer framed as oppositional 

(Baxter 2011). Stakeholders involved experienced this time period as the heyday of the 

collaborative, experiencing the collaboration as ‘synergistic’. This leads us to conclude 

that a hybrid (praxis) pattern, i.e. the explicit embracing of the prevalence of opposing 

(relational) discourses, has synergistic power: when stakeholders are able to recognize and 

combine opposing relational values in their sense-making in a given moment in time, this 

contributes to create synergy between collaborating partners.
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The conclusion that a hybrid pattern of dealing with the ‘relating’-paradox is likely to facili-

tate synergy both supports and challenges current theorizing in collaborative governance. 

It supports and advances the growing body of literature that calls for recognizing the 

paradoxical nature of collaboration and the need for embracing, rather than downplaying, 

the tensions inherent to collaboration (Ospina and Saz-Carranza 2010; Vangen 2017a). 

However, it challenges the predominant and one-sided emphasis in most of the literature 

on the relevance of relational values such as trust, shared commitment and mutual under-

standing for collaborative success; an emphasis that implicitly puts forward a relational 

discourse of commonality and sharing as most desirable in collaborative work (Ansell and 

Gash 2008; Foster-Fishman et al. 2001; Emerson et al. 2012). Catlaw and Jordan (2009, 

305) refer to this implicit bias in literature as the “humanistic ‘let’s all get along’ sentiment 

that is […] imparted on collaboration”. However, this implies the literature tends to over-

look the potential value of relational discourse(s) or relating styles that highlight values like 

autonomy, difference and dissensus for collaborative work (cf. Gunder 2003; Hillier 2003).

transformational change in stakeholder relations through the 
accumulation of events over time.

In the Katendrecht case, besides exploring how relations changed, we also explored 

why they changed, i.e. we investigated which events changed stakeholders’ relational 

understandings/definitions (see Chapter 5). We identified five types of critical events: (1) 

collaboration-oriented management practices: these concern deliberate management ef-

forts to bring stakeholders together; (2) urban developmental events: tangible activities 

‘on the ground’; (3) issue-related events: these involve the emergence or change of issues 

the collaborative needs to deal with; (4) group composition/dynamic events: these concern 

changes in the group composition of the collaborative in terms of the individuals involved 

and/or changes in group members’ attitudes or actions; (5) contextual events: events that 

play in the margin and do not directly relate to the collaborative but have an impact 

anyway.

In the Katendrecht case, we observed that – whatever the type of event - no single event in 

itself (in isolation) had a transformative impact on stakeholder relations. Rather it was the 

accumulation of different type of events over time that led stakeholder relations to change. 

While each event cumulatively ‘leads’ the collaborative away from the dominant discourse, 

i.e. challenges the dominant discourse, it only ‘became’ transformative in its combination 

with other previous or later events. To put it in another way, a single event’s effect was not 

immediately realized, nor had single events an isolated effect, rather its transformative ef-

fect was ‘underway’ and became realized in its conjuncture with other events. We labelled 

this mechanism as ‘scaffolding’ to denote how it is the accumulation and combination of 
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events over time (i.e. the temporal conjuncture) that defines their transformative power, 

rather than the event in itself (see Chapter 5). An important note here is that our findings 

do not give any indication that the (exact) sequence of these events matters, but only 

their accumulation and combination. The conclusion that events cumulatively transform 

relations implies that relational change is emergent and ongoing, i.e. a process, rather than 

a ‘transitory moment’ (McMurray 2010).

Together these findings give insight in the potential ‘reasons’ for relational change. Where 

we, in the previous section, stated that our empirical understanding of how stakeholders’ 

relations evolve in collaborative governance processes is underdeveloped (cf. Heikkila and 

Gerlak 2016), this statement is even truer for our understanding of the reasons why change 

occurs (Howlett 2009). Our study addresses this blind spot in collaborative governance 

literature (and policy literature in general). Furthermore, our insights in the cumulative way 

events transform relations – i.e. a cumulative pattern of change - challenge the ‘rather 

blunt binary “paradigmatic” or “incremental” characterizations [of change] that permeate 

much of the [policy] literature’ (Howlett and Cashore 2009, 38). This also applies to the 

interpersonal communication literature, which’s account of change is also one of either 

transformative or incremental change. Our study, however, provides empirical support for 

the existence of an alternative and additional pattern of (relational) change that is elided in 

the current accounts of change in both policy and interpersonal communication literature 

(Howlett and Cashore 2009; Baxter 2011). Different than incremental change, that is non-

innovative, routine, and marginal (cf. referred to as amplifiers in Chapter 5), and from 

paradigmatic change, that represents a sharp break with the dominant way of acting/

developing, cumulative change signals cracks in the dominant way of acting/developing, 

which eventually leads it to burst.

the importance of a ‘social match’ among individuals within a 
collaborative partnership

A key finding in the Katendrecht case was that group composition/dynamic events – pro-

portionally to the other type of events – were recurrently part of the conjuncture of events 

that led to relational change. This particularly applied to the group composition/dynamic 

events related to the accession (and often related departure) of individuals to the collabora-

tive group and the social match (or lack of social match) of these new individuals with the 

incumbent group. This finding implies that when a specific ‘entering’ individual does not 

play well with the incumbent collaborative group which s/he joins, this is likely to put great 

pressure on stakeholder relations and, in turn, on collaborative work. Furthermore, our 

observations indicate that this ‘fit’ or ‘social match’ not simply depends on an individual’s 

interpersonal skills or personal characteristics but at least equally on socio-psychological 
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aspects like social nearness (cf. Kramer and Carnevale 2001) and on the situational context 

in which the collaborative is embedded. For example, in the Katendrecht case, stakeholders 

indicated that, in its most productive phase (see Chapter 5, episode 3), the collaborative 

group was composed by individuals who perceived themselves in similar stages of career 

and life, which, so they argued, created a ‘social match’. However, they also mentioned 

how the emergence of this ‘social match’ was also ‘afforded’ by situational exigencies: 

it was a period of economic/financial prosperity, and those involved in the collaborative 

experienced considerable leeway to act as they saw fit in the collaborative.

The conclusion that an individual’s social match is important in collaborative work both 

corroborates and nuances the literature that stresses the importance of the individual in 

collaborative partnerships (O’Leary and Vij 2012). Indeed, the difficulties and challenges 

among the individuals who represent the organizations that collaborate have a profound 

effect on ‘getting things done’ (Huxham et al. 2000). People can make or break collabora-

tions. However, nuancing the predominant conception that this effect is dominantly con-

nected to an individual’s skills and capacities (the isolated individual) (e.g. Feldman and 

Khademian 2007; O’Leary and Vij 2012), this study highlights that also an individual’s fit 

or ‘social match’ with the collaborative group – apart from his/her skills, capacities and 

knowledge or personal characteristics – shapes stakeholder relations, and, in turn, the 

collaborative process. This finding thus suggests that the effect of a given individual is 

‘relational’ and ‘situational’, rather than ‘isolated’. To put it in another way, an individual’s 

potential impact, by using his/her skills or capacities – by acting altogether - on the col-

laborative partnership and process, depends on the relations and the context which s/he is 

embedded in (Bartels 2013; Follett 1977 in Fox and Urwick, Stout and Staton 2011; Stout 

2012). This ‘relational’ view of the individual (rather than as an isolated being) connects 

to the growing body of literature that explicitly shifts attention to the importance of what 

happens in the ‘in-between’ in collaborative encounters (Bartels 2013; Stout and Love 

2017). This implies, Bartels (2013, 476) argues, “seeing what public professionals and 

citizens are able to do and achieve in participatory [or collaborative] settings as a social 

product of the ongoing, dynamic, evolving process through which they interact”. Fur-

thermore, this ‘in-between’ in collaborative encounters, so Stout and Love (2017) argue, 

is most productive and fruitful if it is characterized by ‘a cooperative style of relating’ and 

‘a collaborative mode of association’. While Stout and Love (2017) give insight in what 

fruitful collaborative encounters may entail, it still remains unclear how, i.e. under which 

conditions, such fruitful encounters may emerge. Our study suggests that a ‘social match’ 

between individuals, emerging from a complex interplay between (amongst others) socio-

psychological aspects and situational exigencies (contextual affordances or constraints), 

may play a role herein.
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the relative importance of stakeholders’ relating and issue 
framing dynamics in collaborative governance processes.

As can be concluded from the Vreewijk case neither relating nor issue framing dynamics 

determined the collaborative governance process in an absolute way. Rather, the decisive 

role of stakeholders’ relating and issue framing dynamics for shaping collaborative work 

varied throughout the collaborative governance process (see Chapter 6). Findings showed 

how both dynamics interplayed in different ways throughout the different phases of a col-

laborative governance process, i.e. in the prenegotiation, negotiation and implementation 

phase (Susskind and Cruikshank 1987). Drawing upon the insights of the Vreewijk case, 

we advanced five theoretical propositions on the connection between relating and issue 

framing dynamics throughout the collaborative process:

P1. If, in the prenegotiation phase(s) of a collaborative governance process, stakeholders’ 

frames diverge substantially, it is likely that stakeholders need to develop a sense of 

commonality to instigate processes of frame alignment.

P2. During the negotiation phase of a collaborative governance process, it is likely that small 

wins on frame alignment will reinforce feelings of commonality, which, in turn, will ac-

celerate processes of frame alignment.

P3. The establishment of a common frame in a collaborative governance process is likely to 

consolidate feelings of commonality and unity among stakeholders.

P4. Once a common frame is established and a collaborative process enters the implementa-

tion phase, strong feelings of commonality are likely to function as a buffer for eventual, 

smaller frame divergences.

P5. Challenging the common (agreed upon) frame is likely to undermine feelings of com-

monality and unity among stakeholders.

These propositions reaffirm the prevailing insights on the connection between issue framing 

and relating in collaborative governance literature: at times stakeholders’ relating dynamics 

were more decisive to the progress of the collaborative governance process (in terms of its 

ability to achieve joint action) than the issue framing dynamics, while at other times the 

process depended more on the issue framing dynamics or both dynamics equally shaped 

the collaborative process in a cyclical fashion (Ansell and Gash 2008; Bouwen and Taillieu 

2004; Dewulf et al. 2005; Emerson et al. 2012; Foster-Fishman et al. 2001; Huxham 2003; 

Gray 2004; van Buuren 2009). However, these findings also narrow down current expecta-

tions by explicating how the connection between both dynamics may differ depending on 

the phase the collaborative process is in. Hence, more in general, this study highlights that 

the extent to which stakeholders’ relating dynamics or issue framing dynamics determine 

the collaborative process may vary over time. The propositions advanced in this study 
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make a start with unpacking the mechanism underlying this variation, however, they need 

further testing in other collaborative contexts.

the double-edgedness of a common frame (or frame 
alignment)

As shown in the Vreewijk case, a crux in stakeholders’ issue framing dynamics was the es-

tablishment of a common frame. Findings of the Vreewijk case showed that this facilitated 

collaborative action. Both the effort of seeking agreement – the process of visioning - and 

subsequently finding it – the establishment of a vision - helped to build or consolidate 

relationships and allowed the collaborative to book progress. Being a futuristic outlook 

throughout the negotiation phase of the collaboration, the process of visioning and the 

establishment of a common frame thus acted as an important catalyst in the collaborative 

process (Loorbach 2010; Spekkink 2016). This finding corresponds with insights in collab-

orative governance literature on the critical role of coming to an agreement and finding an 

acceptable action plan. An agreed upon action plan is believed to serve as the foundation 

for collective action to occur (in the implementation phase) (Bouwen and Taillieu 2004; 

Robertson and Choi 2012; van Buuren 2009).

However, this study also pointed out how a common frame may potentially create barri-

ers to the collaborative process. In the Vreewijk case, once stakeholders had established 

the common frame, it became a fixed point of reference for some of the stakeholders 

involved – one against which all further substantive discussions needed to be evaluated. 

Approached as such, a common frame may, however, become a straitjacket for the col-

laborative, which bans substantive dynamism out of the process. For instance, when, in 

the Vreewijk case, one of the stakeholders could no longer identify with the common 

frame, due to situational exigencies, this troubled the collaborative process. A possible 

explanation for this observation may be that the common frame in the Vreewijk case was 

forged through a process of frame extension. Frame extension entails the development of 

a common frame that encompasses and accommodates the different views in one com-

mon frame (Snow et al. 1986; Vijay and Kulkarni 2012). This implies stakeholders do not 

need to transform their frames in a fundamental way. However, a potential risk in this way 

of aligning frames is that stakeholders do not actually address the difference, but rather 

iron it out (Dewulf and Bouwen 2012). As a consequence, it is reasonable to expect that 

these differences, in the end, will manifest themselves again and will need to be addressed 

anyways. Yet another possible explanation is that the search for a common frame is a form 

of ‘visionary framing’, which ‘focuses on creating a sense of possibilities as opposed to 

concentrating on current realities’ (Eddy 2010). Yet, by the time these possibilities need to 

be turned into real actions, the circumstances may have already changed. In such cases, 
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a common frame, i.e. an agreed upon plan of action, if applied rigidly, may hamper the 

collaborative process, rather than facilitate it.

No matter what the explanation is, the conclusion that a common frame potentially can 

both facilitate or hamper collaborative work, signals that the functionality of the establish-

ment of a common frame may serve different (dis)functions in the collaborative process. A 

new paradox seems to come to the fore here, since our findings suggest that a common 

frame, i.e. frame alignment, can be both a source of collaborative advantage and col-

laborative inertia (cf. Vangen 2017a).

Recommendations foR futuRe ReseaRch and 
pRactice

In this final section, we propose several avenues for future research and, based on our 

findings, foreground insights that can provide bases for action for those involved in col-

laborative governance practices. Note that, rather than giving clear guidelines to practice, 

or ‘recommendations’ in the strict sense of the word, we aim to offer understandings 

about collaborative governance processes that might help practitioners to act meaningfully 

in collaborative settings.

avenues for future research

As suggested in literature, and as borne out of our empirical findings, collaborative 

governance processes are dynamic, temporally evolving phenomena: collaboratives and 

their constitutive elements unfold and evolve over time (Heikkila and Gerlak 2016). Yet, 

despite this recognition, only few scholars have actually engaged in process studies, i.e. in 

studies that explicitly focus on how and why collaboratives evolve over time (Langley et al. 

2013). Such a focus implies a longitudinal perspective on collaboratives. Current research, 

however, is mostly limited to cross-sectional analyses or takes snapshots in time (Heikkila 

and Gerlak 2016; O’Leary and Vij 2012). As a consequence, longitudinal studies remain an 

important methodological gap in collaborative governance research (Heikkila and Gerlak 

2016). As a first general recommendation for future research then, collaborative gover-

nance scholars should more explicitly invest in ‘actually tracking collaborations in real time 

and more longitudinal studies’ (O’Leary and Vij 2012, 516). By doing so, researchers can 

further develop our understanding of how and why collaboratives function and/or perform 

over time and make a start with developing a theory of collaborative change and evolution 

(Heikkila and Gerlak 2016; O’Leary and Vij 2012). This call for more process-oriented and 

longitudinal studies also implies a continued effort to develop methodological approaches 
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that enable to come to grips with change and motion in its own right (rather than as 

a dependent or independent variable) (Demir and Lychnell 2015; Langley et al. 2013). 

This study advanced an example of such a process-oriented, longitudinal approach and 

showed the added value hereof to study relations from a dynamic perspective. In the 

future, scholars should continue to explore similar approaches to longitudinal research 

in collaborative governance as to further our knowledge of how collaboratives, and their 

constitutive elements, evolve over time. 

Another general topic for future research in the field of collaborative governance concerns 

the ways in which researchers can holistically communicate about the processual phenom-

ena they study. This issue follows up on the limitations we experienced when reporting 

on our findings, which relate to the lack of a ‘process language’ (Lewis 2000; Stout 2012) 

and the traditional (familiar) publishing practices in the mainstream research outlets that 

tend to endorse ‘tidy’, linear accounts of research findings – which are difficult to abandon 

(Daher et al. 2017; Etherington 2004; Pinsky 2015). As a consequence, both our empirical 

reports (Chapter 5 and Chapter 6) represent our findings in a rather traditional, linear and 

ordered fashion, thereby ‘smoothening’ the story and creating an impression of order, 

linearity and neatness of the complex and messy process of relating, and collaborating (cf. 

Connelly and Clandinin 1990; Etherington 2004). We believe the field could benefit from 

challenging these traditional modes of (linear) representation in writing and from exploring 

innovative ways of reporting that enable to more fully encompass the processual, dynamic 

and paradoxical nature of stakeholder relations.

This study developed a longitudinal understanding of two critical dimensions in collabora-

tive work: stakeholders’ relating dynamics and framing dynamics. However, other (process) 

elements may equally be interesting to study from a process-oriented, longitudinal per-

spective. One interesting topic concerns the power dynamics inherent to collaborative gov-

ernance processes. We draw attention to this element, since, as Brisbois and de Loë (2016, 

776) note, ‘many of the variables affecting collaboration can be at least partially explained 

by theories of power’. In addition, scholars argue that sharing power is a core principle in 

collaborative governance processes and that the way power and resources are configured 

are critical for collaborative success (Ansell and Gash 2008; Emerson et al. 2012; Thomson 

and Perry 2006). An interesting question then is if and how power configurations actually 

shift throughout the collaborative process (over time) (see also Brisbois and de Loë 2016).

Another set of recommendations for future research follows up on our findings on the role 

of paradox in stakeholders’ relating dynamics in a collaborative. These findings corroborate 

the insights in collaborative governance literature that point to the paradoxical nature of 

collaboration (Connelly et al. 2008; Ospina and Saz-Carranza 2010; Vangen and Win-
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chester 2014; Vangen 2017a). O’Leary and Vij (2012) for example, refer to the existence 

of a management paradox which requires managers to balance between autonomy and 

interdependence. Similarly, Thomson, Perry and Miller (2009, 26-27) argue how ‘repre-

sentatives from participating organizations in the collaboration are likely to experience 

significant tension as they are pulled between feeling accountable to the demands of their 

parent organization […] and the demands of their collaborative partners’. Yet, despite the 

notion of paradox has gained considerable currency in collaborative governance literature, 

systematic empirical research that explicitly applies a ‘paradox lens’ (Vangen 2017a) is still 

rather scarce (Ospina and Saz-Carranza 2010). As a general direction for future research 

then, we believe the field would benefit from more fully exploring the role of paradox in 

illuminating dynamics within collaboratives. Bringing paradox to the centre of inquiry could 

enhance our understanding of collaborative work and enable scholars to get more contex-

tualized and realistic – rather than idealistic – understandings of the ‘complex context of 

collaboration’ (Vangen 2017a, 270; Vangen and Winchester 2014). 

One immediate task could be to consider how our insights on the relating paradox can 

inform the world of practice, i.e. to (re)frame our theoretical constructs into more practice-

oriented conceptualizations in such a way that it can help practitioners to make sense of 

the paradoxical situation(s) they are confronted with in collaborative work. The finding that 

a hybrid (praxis) pattern to respond to this paradox instigated feelings of synergy gives in-

dications that embracing, rather than negating, the tensions that characterize stakeholder 

relations may be important to achieve collaborative success. Through action-oriented forms 

of research, researchers and those involved in collaboratives could engage in collaboratively 

exploring how to appreciate more explicitly and work through the ‘relating’ paradox (or 

other paradoxes for that matter) in meaningful and creative ways (e.g. Lüscher and Lewis 

2008). Such research could not only empower and support those involved in collaboratives 

to deal with these complex situations (Huxham 2003; Huxham and Beech 2003; Lüscher 

and Lewis 2008), it could also contribute to tackling the ‘missing link between theory 

and practice’ (O’Leary and Vij 2012). The action-oriented approach advanced by Lüscher 

and Lewis (2008) to work through managerial paradoxes offers interesting ideas in this 

respect. Translated to the ‘relating paradox’, this ‘working through’ could entail a number 

of consecutive ‘sense-making’ steps, starting with exploring the dilemmas stakeholders 

experience in their relating. Acknowledging that dilemmas, e.g. tensions, are part of relat-

ing in collaborative governance processes, enables to bring the complexity and intricacies 

of relating to the foreground. At the same time, the awareness of these dilemmas may 

create a ‘sense of paralysis, or “stuckness”, because it implies that a choice must be made 

between polarities’ (Lüscher and Lewis 2008, 229). As a second step then, it is important 

to get unstuck. Here, Lüscher and Lewis (2008) suggest to evoke paradoxical thinking, 

starting with the assertion that there is no single relating style that ensures collaborative 
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success. Through encouraging reflexivity and examining deeper implications of specific 

relating choices, those involved may become aware that an either/or mindset will probably 

be ineffective. This realization, in turn, can spark a search for both/and options. This both/

and mindset then forms the basis for developing ‘workable solutions’, e.g. workable rela-

tions, that are based on the very idea that it is impossible to fully grasp the situation, and 

relations are always in the process of sensemaking.

Another interesting avenue to advance a research agenda that focuses on the role of 

paradox is to explore the paradoxical role frame alignment seems to have in collabora-

tive work. Our findings suggest that the establishment of a common frame, i.e. frame 

alignment, may be both facilitating and putting up barriers to collaborative action. A first 

step could be to further flesh out the nature of this paradoxical situation. In addition, as 

proposed for the ‘relating paradox’, future research could – in collaboration with those 

involved in collaborative settings - take up the question of how to deal with this paradox 

and its associated tensions.

In this study we also explored why stakeholder relations changed, i.e. which events had a 

transformative impact on the relating discourse/style within the collaborative. We devel-

oped several insights hereon (cf. different type of events, impact through accumulation, 

the importance of group composition events), yet further research on this matter could 

focus on developing a sharper understanding of the way(s) these events interplay and have 

their impact on stakeholder relations. One interesting avenue concerns examining whether 

specific combinations of events trigger certain relating discourses/styles. In our study, it ap-

pears that the combination and/or co-occurrence of a social match between stakeholders, 

little contestation on the planning issues at stake, a supportive political context (little risk 

aversion, room for manoeuvre) and a concentration of developmental activities ‘on the 

ground’ is likely to trigger a hybrid style of relating (hybrid discourse). Future research could 

examine whether this (or other) conjunctures of events indeed produce certain relating 

styles. Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) methodology could allow for examining such 

configurational explanations for relational change and evolution (Rihoux and Ragin 2009). 

Another possible suggestion for future research on the role of events is to analytically 

distinguish (more explicitly) the levels at which the different type of events ‘originate’: at 

the micro- (the collaborative context), meso- (the organizational context of stakeholders), 

or macro-level (the broader political and economic context). This could provide insights in 

how f.i. macro-level contexts, such as the political and economic landscape, constrain or 

foster specific styles of interpersonal relating within the collaborative (cf. Stout and Love 

2015).
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This study further illuminated five propositions about the connection between stakehold-

ers’ relating dynamics and framing dynamics throughout the different phases of a col-

laborative process (see Chapter 6). These propositions make a start with unpacking the 

dynamic interplay between these two critical dimensions of collaborative work, however, 

these propositions are just a starting point. Being based on a single case study, they now 

need further empirical testing in other similar and different cases (in terms of diversity/

number of participants, policy domain, scale etc.) as to tease out if and how the interplay 

of these dimensions varies across different types of collaborative contexts. Figure 7.2. gives 

an overview of the proposed research agenda.

Future research in the field of collaborative 
governance in general

Future research on stakeholders’ relating 
dynamics in collaborative governance processes 
(research theme 1)

Future research on the connection between 
relating and framing dynamics in collaborative 
governance processes (research theme 2)

further invest in longitudinal studies

develop methodological approaches for 
longitudinal research

explore innovative ways of reporting

develop a longitudinal perspective on 
power issues in collaborative governance

further explore the role of paradox in 
collaborative governance processes

engage in action research to translate 
theoretical conceptualization of ‘relating’ 
paradox to practice

explore the paradox of frame 
alignment

examine the impact of specific 
conjuctures of events on relating style 
with QCA

systematic examination of origin of 
events

test propositions in similar and 
different collaborative contexts

Map to future research agenda

Figure 7.2. Visual overview of future research agenda.

cues for collaborative practice

Act always as if the future of the universe depended on what you did, while laughing at 

yourself for thinking that whatever you do makes any difference. It is this serious playful-

ness, this combination of concern and humility, that makes it possible to be both engaged 

and carefree at the same time (Czikszentmihalyi, 1997, p. 133)

If you know that you are not sure, you have a chance to improve the situation (Feynman 

1998, 28).
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In this final section of the thesis, we reflect on how our insights can aid those involved 

in collaborative governance practices. However, it should be noted that we consider for-

mulating our ideas hereon as but a first step to transform our insights into ‘actionable 

knowledge that is usable for policy actors in addressing the needs of the practical situation 

they encounter’ (Bartels 2012, 439). A necessary next step would be to further conceptual-

ize these ideas into practice-oriented understandings in dialogue with practitioners. We 

will elaborate on this idea below.

This study foregrounds a characterization of collaborative work, and more specifically 

stakeholder relations herein, as dynamic and paradoxical in nature. In addition, this study 

highlights how stakeholders’ relating dynamics continuously interplay with the issue fram-

ing dynamics in various ways throughout the collaborative process. Findings furthermore 

suggest that the issue framing dynamics, and more specifically the process of frame 

alignment (working towards a common frame) may equally be a process characterized 

by paradox. Conceived as such, the central challenge in collaborative work is to find ways 

to deal with this ever-changing and paradoxical situation and with the ongoing interplay 

between relating and framing dynamics.

In literature, many of the recommendations made towards collaboratives and its lead-

ers concerning the ‘management’ of stakeholder relations and framing processes advice 

to, for instance, create a working climate that is cohesive (Foster-Fishman et al. 2001), 

establish ‘a high level of social coherence’ (Oh and Bush 2016, 2017), promote a ‘synthesis 

[…] of knowing the public problem’ (Feldman and Khademian 2007), or converge images 

(van Buuren 2009). While such recommendations look like good advice in theory, they tend 

to downplay both the dynamic and paradoxical nature of stakeholder relations and issue 

frames. Firstly, they conceal the dynamism of collaborative processes by implicitly suggest-

ing that there is an ideal/desirable state collaboratives should live up to, one characterized 

by social coherence, commitment, convergence or alignment of ideas etc. However, as this 

study showed, stakeholder relations and issue frames are dynamic: a collaborative, and 

the relating and framing that takes place in it, is in a constant state of flux. This implies 

that it is an illusion that collaboratives will be able to maintain a specific collaborative 

setting over longer periods of time (see Chapter 5) (cf. Huxham and Beech 2003). Second, 

in relation to the identification of the ‘relating’-paradox in this study, such advices also 

implicitly propose to prioritize a specific relational discourse (cf. the emphasis on com-

monality, sharing). Similarly, they propose to focus on converging and aligning frames, 

while our findings suggest that a unilateral and rigid focus hereon may potentially lead to 

collaborative inertia. Implicitly, these advices thus suggest to ignore the paradoxical nature 

of collaboration. Yet, as our findings show, doing so may actually hamper the collaborative 
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to reach its full potential and achieve ‘synergistic gains’ (Ospina and Saz-Carranza 2010; 

Connelly et al. 2008; Vangen 2017a).

Meanwhile, explicitly appreciating and becoming more sensitive to the dynamic and 

paradoxical nature of collaborative work may pose real challenges to practitioners. Both 

dynamism and paradox are not the most comfortable concepts to act upon since “they 

do not lend themselves to actions that apply formal logic based on internal consistency” 

(Vangen 2017a, 266). Consequently, those involved in collaborative work often have the 

tendency to take actions oriented at regaining control and restoring order (Lewis 2000). 

However, the dynamic and paradoxical nature of collaboration, of stakeholder relations 

and issue frames implies that there “cannot be a simple process of identifying problems 

and appropriate solutions” (Vangen 2017b, 321). To put it in another way, there are no 

clear-cut solutions or magical prescriptions to deal with dynamism and paradoxes (Huxham 

2003; Huxham and Beech 2003). This necessary entails, so Huxham and Beech (2003) ar-

gue, ‘moving the acceptable target for action away from perfection’. The opening quotes 

of this paragraph are there to underline this idea and they illustrate the basic philosophy 

we believe should guide any action in practice.

The question that now arises is how then to work through or with paradoxes in practice? In 

the first place, aiding practitioners starts with raising awareness of the paradoxical nature 

of collaborative work (Huxham 2003; Huxham and Beech 2003). As Voss and Kemp (2005, 

21) argue:

We think that it is fruitful to recognise the paradox, not to resolve it, but to work with it as 

suggested by Ravetz: “Another approach to paradoxes, characteristic of other cultural tradi-

tions, is to accept them and attempt to learn from them about the limitations of one’s existing 

intellectual structures” (2003:819).

Hence, a sophisticated analysis of the types of paradoxes and tensions that arise in col-

laborative work can help to make sense of them, without ‘solving’ or doing away with the 

complexities attached to these paradoxes. As Luscher et al. (2006, 500) note: ‘Exploring 

paradoxes often creates circles of reflection. An understanding of paradox does not solve 

problems, but rather opens new possibilities and sparks circles of even greater complexity.’ 

Specifically concerning the ‘relating’- paradox, an enhanced understanding of what is 

going on relationally in collaborative processes, and of the inevitability of the competing 

demands of feeling connected with each other in the collaborative and of preserving a 

sense of autonomy and individuality throughout the process, might help practitioners to 
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become aware of the trade-offs and compromises inherent to building relationships in 

collaborative work (cf. Vangen 2017b). 

The need to develop an enhanced understanding of the relational processes at play in 

collaborative work points to the relevance of relational work in collaborative governance, 

i.e. work oriented at creating connections between stakeholders. However, in collaborative 

governance literature, doing relational work is often unilaterally defined as working on 

and creating a community of belonging – thus disregarding the paradoxical nature of 

relating (see above). However, collaborative practice would benefit from broadening this 

conception of  doing relational work to one that more explicitly embraces the paradoxical 

nature of relating, rather than ignoring it. A possible approach that is interesting to explore 

in that respect is a dialogical approach to relational work (DeKoven Fishbane 1998). In 

a general sense, such a dialogical approach entails a conscious and intentional effort to 

explore differences and tensions in people’s relating. Hence, first and foremost, it intends 

to normalize the struggle that is part of relating – recognizing that values as autonomy and 

individuality are equally central to relating as values as commonality and sharing. To raise 

awareness about and find ways to deal with the relating paradox (see above), facilitators of 

collaborative processes could, for example, make use of ‘relational claiming’, a technique 

used in group therapy settings. Relational claiming entails inviting those involved to express 

their own needs (claiming) while at the same time holding the relation itself as the entity 

to be nurtured (relational) (Fishbane 2001, 281). In other words, relational claiming gives 

relational partners the opportunity to explore and develop their own needs and identities 

(autonomy), while staying connected with the other. Following from that, a dialogical ap-

proach to relational work includes going beyond simply exploring each other’s perspectives 

to taking each other’s perspectives by using techniques like “’becoming’ another” [Snyder, 

1995], “‘trying on the feelings’ of the other” [Bergman & Surrey, 1992], and “imagining 

the [in] between” [Inger, 1993]’ (as cited in DeKoven Fishbane 1998). Such techniques 

intend to go beyond simply analyzing or interpreting others’ perspectives, but entail a 

conscious suspending of one’s own meaning system(s), i.e. a disidentification with one’s 

own particular perspective, and attempting to interiorize as fully as possible the meanings, 

values, etc. of the other. This enables empathic attunement with the different other and, in 

doing so, overcomes pitting viewpoint against viewpoint (Snyder 1995). Facilitators of col-

laborative processes could introduce such exercises into the collaborative process to bring 

out difference and allow to see these differences as opportunities, rather than as threats. 

In addition, such exercises help to recognize and legitimize multiple realities and to come 

to understand how others’ view reality. Furthermore, seeing and caring for how one’s own 

views and actions impact on stakeholders’ relating helps to move away from blaming and 

shaming others toward taking responsibilities and feel accountable for relations. One way 

facilitators of collaborative processes could invite those involved to take responsibility is 
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through interventions oriented at consciously stepping out the interaction process, and 

working on developing an understanding of the pattern that plays out in stakeholders’ 

mutual interaction. To do so, facilitators could make use of ‘freeze-frame’ or slow motion 

techniques, i.e. ‘to take the quick action/reaction escalation sequence and slow it down, 

look at it with its various nuances and meanings’ (Scheinkman and Fishbane 2004; see 

also Catlaw 2009). In doing so, stakeholders become aware of how their own actions and 

reactions are, in a circular way, interrelated and how they both take part in an ‘interactional 

dance’, i.e. co-construct their relating. Timelining could be a helpful technique to support 

the visualization and analysis of this ‘interactional dance’. In turn, raising awareness of 

stakeholders’ relating patterns, fosters responsibility and treats the collaborative as resilient 

and capable of change. To conclude, a dialogical approach to relational work explicitly 

opens up and foregrounds difference and dissensus, rather than trying to overcome them. 

A similar argument can be made concerning the possible paradoxical role of working 

towards a common frame in collaborative governance processes. Similarly, collaborative 

governance literature predominantly emphasizes the importance of creating a collective 

way of knowing. Exploring different perspectives is thereby seen as instrumental to bridge 

difference, rather than to foreground difference. However, seen the finding that maintain-

ing a common frame might be unattainable, it makes sense to assume that differences in 

issue framing are more than simply a matter of having different views or interests towards 

the issue at stake. Rather, difference ma

Having a greater appreciation of paradoxes and the existence of competing demands in 

practice (on relating or other important dimensions of collaborative work) can, in turn, 

enhance a practitioner’s ability to deal with these in ways that fit their particular situation 

(Huxham 2003; Huxham and Beech 2003; Lewis et al. 2006). As Huxham (2003, 419) indi-

cates: ‘many practitioners find that simply understanding that the problems that they are 

experiencing are inevitable is empowering’. Shifting attention towards how practitioners 

can act in ways that are appropriate for their own situations presupposes that solutions are 

‘situational’ and are best constructed by (or in collaboration with) practitioners themselves 

through ‘reflexive judgment’ (Vangen 2017a). These ideas connect to Catlaw’s view of 

governing as a ‘variable, situational, […] process’ (Catlaw 2009; see also Campbell Rawl-

ings and Catlaw 2011), and to what Mary Parker Follett referred to as ‘obeying the law 

of the situation’ (Follett 2003 in Metcalf and Urwick). In addition, Follett (2003 in Metcalf 

and Urwick) argues that following the law of the situation requires all those involved in a 

collaborative to take stock of the situation. This also implies shifting the responsibility and 

authority to (continuously) ‘create’ a collaborative setting away from the public manager 

and/or collaborative leader to all those involved (Catlaw 2009). As Catlaw (2009, 6) argues, 

the challenge then is to decouple this creative role “from the ‘role’ of, say, the facilitator or 
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moderator […]. To this end, we need to incorporate into our understanding of governing 

a deeper understanding of the dynamics of context-creation”. Note that these ideas, albeit 

indirectly, also follow-up on the conclusion that an individual’s impact on the collaborative 

process depends on how s/he ‘matches’ the collaborative. This conclusion, together with 

the ideas advanced here, suggest to see collaborative governing as a dynamic, situational 

and relational process – full of paradoxes.
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