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A LEADERSHIP MANUAL – WATERDRIVE  
 

The collaborative leadership 
Introduction 

To manage natural resources can sometimes be an overwhelming task. The issues are complex and the effort 

needed can seem insurmountable. You are often faced with social and scientific challenges — understanding 

the ecosystems in an area, competing ideas about the goals for addressing issues and how to achieve them, 

cultural differences, funding your effort, and potential economic impacts. Leadership becomes a key to 

society’s ability to manage these processes. 

It is not an easy role to enact. The complexity of many water and land management situations are related to 

the multiple issues, stakes, goals and parties at hand, as well as the difficulties to predict all consequences of 

measures taken in social-ecological systems. Such complexity suggest that progress is only possible if we 

continuously learn from our experiences. For leaders, enabling social and collaborative learning, involving a 

wide range of stakeholders, is at the core of such efforts.  

 

The role of leaders in water and management 

Effective leadership is essential to a successful collaborative effort. The main role of such leadership is to 

engage others by designing constructive processes for working together, convene appropriate stakeholders, 

and facilitate and sustain their interaction. Such collaborative leadership is different from tactical or heroic as 

well as administrative leadership. Leaders in water and land management promote and safeguard the 

collaborative process rather than take unilateral, decisive action. The power of position is of little help in this 

world of peers, nor are the traditional hierarchical, political, and confrontational models of leadership. Those 

who lead collaborative efforts rely on both a new vision of leadership and new skills and behaviours to help 

communities and organizations realize their visions, solve problems, and get results. This is the essence of 

leadership in Waterdrive. 

Collaborative (or civic) leaders are change agents, fostering trust and motivate stakeholder involvement and 

support. They can display the roles of energizer, diplomat, process facilitator, doer, catalyst and promoter. 

Which organization they belong to might be of less importance, as long as they have the mandate to take the 

role(s). For example, leaders representing government agencies might engage while retaining legal decision 

authority, but the provision of collaborative leadership the role of a NGO, a collaborative platform, or by 

communities engaged in a watershed council, etc. 

In addition, the role of a leader change over time. Depending on which phase in development work the leaders 

act, they will need to put some aspects and activities to the fore. Initiating, planning, implementing, or 

evaluating collaborative efforts differs. Nevertheless, some basic values and guiding principles always need to 

be present. 

 

Values and guiding principles 

Although the way we organize and implement collaborative leadership will differ between regions, some core 

values need to guide such leader. The importance of being knowledgeable, having basic communicative 

competence, and an open mind to what the future will give, is without doubt. But this is not enough. A 

collaborative leader also need to: 

• be ethical alert (all actions will have moral consequences), 

• be critical reflective (self- and systems critique), 

• identify opportunities in possibilities (a kind of entrepreneurship), and 

• apply an experiential learning approach (learning by doing). 



Flood (1999) frame the essence of such a leadership as to ”balancing mystery with mastery means living 

somewhere between the hopelessness of the belief that we are unable to understand anything and, at the 

other extreme, the naivety of the belief that we can know everything”. 

The abovementioned core values are possible to transform into guiding principles for collaborative leaders. 

Such guidelines are operationalised into methods and tools (such as a participatory toolbox). The MSP-

guidelines are one example of this (Brouwer and Woodhill, 2016) (figure 1).  

 
Consequently, being universal and guiding principles one has to implement them in different ways in each case 

or situation. Specific core values will guide your work as a collaborative leader. In different phases of the 

process, some aspects will be more important than others will, but by having access to a participatory toolbox 

you can find ways to realize these values and principles in concrete actions. 

 

 

The added value of collaboration and learning 

There are many arguments for why to choose a collaborative approach. To sustain changes one need to build 

social capital among stakeholders. As a result one can achieve, among others, a communicative culture in 

cross-sectorial work, a shared understanding (vision to action), a sense of ownership, stronger relations, and 

new communities of practice. But it does not happen by itself! 

According to Gray (1989) working collaboratively is ”a process through which parties who see different aspects 

of a problem can constructively explore their differences and search for solutions that go beyond their own 

limited vision of what is possible”. This is about making sure that the experiences and knowledge that 

stakeholder’s bring with them is taken care of.  

This also means that the focus must be on shared learning, which is creating as good conditions as possible for 

stakeholders to learn from each other, to express their views, and to explore complex issues together. The 

participatory toolbox thus is instrumental for being able to achieve this.  

Social and collaborative learning is not about scientific knowledge. It is much broader than that. In a 

collaborative learning process, the stakeholders ought to learn on at least four levels: 

• Learn about critical issues (eg., technical, financial, legal, social, cultural, ecological) 

• Learn about procedures (eg., methods used, consequences of the way we communicate) 

• Learn about other stakeholders’ perspectives (eg., their goals, concerns, perceptions, options, 

communication styles, personalities) 

• Learn about oneself (eg., one’s own limited vision of what is possible) 

Creating the best possible preconditions for learning is not only about the learning environment (the context in 

which learning takes place), it is also about changing the way we work together and the relationships we build 

to each other. The progress triangle describes these aspects in collaborative learning. 



 

The progress triangle – leadership involves methods and relationships 

Three factors represent the different domains in which progress can occur; relationships, procedures, and 

substance, the so-called “progress triangle” (Daniels and Walker, 1999). Collaborative water and land 

management decisions and multi-stakeholder partnerships must consider all these domains. 

This progress triangle also reminds us that substantive progress depend on how good we are at implementing 

innovative methods, tools and procedures, as well as strengthen the relationship among involved parties (see 

figure). Substance represent the issues (often both practical and scientific) that are to be managed or reached. 

Procedure and methods represent how we chose to work together, from overall process design to specific 

tools to reinforce learning. Relationship represent the importance of trust, power equality and constructive 

dialogue among people involved. 

 

 
 

It is important to remember that innovative water management on landscape level always includes the whole 

triangle. It also means that different perspectives and experiences are a resource for learning and that 

participation is about contributing, not winning. If stakeholders hold such attitudes the potentials for sustained 

improvements are higher. Furthermore the three domains overlap and effect one another. By applying new 

methods and tools we support learning and therefore the outcomes (substance), and if we focus on building 

trust we create better preconditions for future collaboration (stronger relationship).  

The progress triangle illustrates how substantial improvements in complex issues are dependent on the 

procedures used, and the relationships that emerge among the participants. Without a process that tries to 

manage the true complexity, and without strong relationships between the involved participants, the potential 

for tangible and sustained improvements of the situation will be very small. 

 

How to get started? 

If one want to work with collaborative leadership and focus on learning among stakeholders, the question is 

how to get started? The three guiding questions are 1) how to design a process that enables learning, 2) what 

are we supposed to learn about and 3) what situation(s) are to be improved? 

Regardless to the background of the situation you will soon encounter issues regarding: 

• Stakeholder identification (who are the main stakeholders and how do we know the right ones are 

involved?) 

• Power (how can we deal with power differences?) 

• Common goal (how can we define a common goal among diverse stakeholders and/or should there 

be one at all?) 



• Governance structure (how do we organize our collaboration and decision making and what is the 

overall process design?) 

• Capacity (what can we do if essential stakeholders lack the capacity to engage or deliver?) 

• Conflict (how do we deal with conflicts among stakeholders?) 

• Tools (what tools are available for helping us achieve our goals and to ’walk-the-talk’?) 

• Facilitation (who should facilitate the process: one person, a group or an organization and from within 

the regional/local context or an outside professional?) 

In order to create a sense of control and a way forward it is necessary to structure the forthcoming work in 

different process phases. In this manual we do it by describing four core phases: 

1. Preparatory phase  

2. Planning phase 

3. Implementation phase 

4. Monitoring and evaluation phase 

In the next part of the manual the focus is on the questions to be asked in each phase. The reason being that 

how you as a collaborative leader chose to implement activities will differ. The questions needed to be asked 

are more or less the same, but the answers will be diverse.  

 

Preparatory phase 

In situations that are dependent on multi-stakeholder partnerships and collaboration, but have low 

collaborative potential (se summary of this chapter), measures often need to be taken in order to increase the 

prospect for collaboration. In the preparatory phase the leader must thoroughly assess the situation from 

different perspectives. This includes parties, relationships, procedural aspects and concrete issues related to 

the substantial challenges to manage. 

The procedural issues are central in all multi-stakeholder processes. One reason is that collaboration is not 

static, it needs to constantly evolve and adapt to new circumstances. Collaboration aim to create substantial 

improvements in complex situations. But what is to be improved will always be discussed by stakeholders. This 

is related to the substantial issues in the assessment. It is important to early in the process elaborate the 

different levels of understanding among stakeholders and how that might influence participation, decision 

power, etc. It is also important to reflect on the role of scientific versus local/tacit knowledge in the future 

work. 

 

 



 
 

 

 
 

Parties and relationships 

1. Who are the parties or stakeholders? 

- Primary parties (e.g., drivers of the situation)? 

- Secondary parties (e.g., want to be informed)? 

2. Do any parties have unique status (e.g., landowners)? 

3. What are the parties: 

- Worldviews and values (what is important to preserve)? 

- Interests, for instance concerns and fears? 

4. What are the parties’ relational histories (e.g., conflict, collaborations)? 

5. Who are the parties incentives: 

- To collaborate? 

- To compete? 

6. What are the parties’ BATNAs (best alternative to negotiated agreement, other ways 

of reaching their goals)? Do all stakeholders desire mutual learning (perceptions 

about being winners or losers)? 

7. Is trust sufficient? If not, can one build it? 

8. Can representatives work together on an individual level, including practicalities such 

as proximity and technological infrastructure? 

9. Do the participants have adequate knowledge and skills? 

 

Procedural issues 

1. What level of participation characterize water management in the area today? 
(from not being informed at all to already ongoing, local initiatives) 

2. What management approaches have been used in the past (procedural history)? 
What to learn from these experiences? 

3. Is there a need to work individually with different stakeholders before initiating 
joint activities? 

4. What are the legal constraints and who has jurisdiction? (being clear about the 
framework) 

5. What is the actual decision space and decision power? (potential to influence or 
making decisions) 

6. Are resources sufficient for collaborative activities (e.g., time, money, and staff)? 

7. What are the procedural alternatives? How accessible are they? In what way do 
the different alternatives differ (inclusiveness, costs, etc)? 

8. Are there needs for design and facilitation by an impartial party? 



 
 

Assessing the collaborative learning potential 

In the preparatory phase assessing the collaborative potential and being prepared for the challenges in multi-

stakeholder processes are important. An analysis of the factors listed below reflects if there is a collaborative 

potential in a specific situation or not. 

Collaborative aspect Comments 

Number and nature of potential 
participants 

Including easiness to identify, etc. 

History of the situation Including new or long history, volatile, etc. 

Level of trust and respect among actors Including if the parties have other viable solutions 
besides engaging in the process, etc. 

Drivers behind current situation Including specific, identifiable interests, etc. 

Controversial issues Including if the issues are clear, unclear or even highly 
controversial, etc. 

Scientific uncertainty Including little or considerable uncertainty, etc. 

Publically accessible information Including not only accessible but also understandable, 
etc. 

Key decisions makers engagement Including if they are involved and committed to 
collaboration, etc. 

Resource availability Including such as financial, technical infrastructure, 
competence, etc. 

 

Substance issues 

9. What are the main issues to be managed? 

- The tangible issues (eg., water quality, etc.)? 

- The symbolic issues (eg., changes in status, etc.)? 

10. What are the likely sources of tension over these issues (eg., facts, culture, 

history, values, interests)? 

11. In what way are the issues at hand complex? 

12. What information is needed? Is it available? Is there a need for scientific 

knowledge? Is there a genuine lack of information (research needs)? 

13. Are the understanding of the situation and the challenges jointly faced, varied 

among parties? What level of common understanding of the problem situation is 

at hand? Is there a need for training and education? 

14. What are the mutual gain options (opportunities for mutually beneficial 

improvements)? 

- Is it possible to “expand the pie” for all parties? 

- Are there incentives in the policy context (eg., CAP) to compensate measures or 

fund new investments? 

15.  



 

Planning phase 

A big difference between the preparatory phase and the planning phase is how you involve stakeholders. In 

the preparatory phase you assess the situation by working more or less internal. But in the planning phase you 

start more actively to engage external stakeholders – the earlier you start the better it is (in general). 

To answer these questions one can use some of the methods in the participatory toolbox.  

 

Designing a collaborative process 

Design is about enabling action, for instance, by creating preconditions for certain communicative acts. In 

order to support systemic thinking, manage conflicts, enable learning and collective action the process design 

need to follow the guiding principles mentioned earlier. When preparing and initiating the process the 

intention behind it and the overall purpose has to be made clear and thoroughly discussed. The assessment 

during the preparatory phase will show how participants needs and personal motives are expressed. But 

process design is of course mostly about creating relevant activities.  

The four main categories of activities characterising most collaborative learning approaches are; a) description 

of today’s situation, b) formulation of a vision or a desirable and feasible change, c) action-planning, and d) 

implementation and formative evaluation. In most process designs these phases are usually worked through in 

a (flexible) sequence, where different methods and tools help the leader or facilitator to shift focus. 

Some activities take more time and effort to plan, while others are possible to use instantly. When working 

through today’s situation or doing visions of a desirable and feasible future, critical reflection on cultural 

context and socially constructed scenes is helpful. The participants ought to reflect upon their own pre-

understanding and existing perspectives. Process design and facilitation make this possible. Participants also 

need to reflect upon how they relate to each other, how these relations change over time, and in what way 

their actions are a consequence of their relations. Coming to an agreement, making group decisions and taking 

action is often the explicit objective behind collaborative learning in water and land use management. It is 

about making progress or improvements in a complex and problematic situation. Process design help us 

approach this in a systematic, but still flexible, way. By working through the different dimensions of a complex 

and controversial issue the optimal solution is possible to identify, avoiding the risk that each actor optimise 

their part of the system, while the system as a whole is sub-optimised. 

Figure X illustrates the choices one has to make in collaborative leadership from a process design perspective. 



Understanding the 

problem situation
- interpretation of and applying

universal models in a

local context

Understanding

the preconditions
- assignment

- resources

- collaborative potential

- etc.

Choosing approach
- focus on learning, envisioning, 

conflict management, etc.?

Choosing method
- degree of structure, phases, balancing

historical, situational and future analysis, etc? 

Choosing tools
- designing and preparing activities, individual vs. 

group, place, time, etc.?

Process facilitation
- acting in real-life situations, that is, an ability to enable

change in situations characterrised by complexity

Your basic values will guide you all the way

from interpretation of the situation to what

methods to choose and how you act as a 

process facilitator. 

 
The approach is seldom the same. It work might be organized differently on what kind of process we are to 

manage – is it about conflict management, inter- and transdisciplinary learning or envisioning, etc.? Having 

chosen the approach there are many methods to choose from. What phases are necessary to work through 

(from understanding today´s situation to evaluation of measures), what is the time frame, how intense should 

one work, and are there process designs on “the market” to use? When the methodological approach is set 

one has to decide the tools which best fits its purpose in each activity. When should which tool from the 

participatory toolbox be implemented? What does it takes to facilitate the process, enabling stakeholders to 

move from idea to action in complex situations? 

During the planning phase you, as a collaborative leader, must make sure that the following criteria have to be 

fulfilled if your approach is to be successfully implemented:  

• An institutional support and context 

• An interactive learning environment  

• Access to collaborative and participatory learning methodologies and techniques  

If this does not exist, you have to start by creating such preconditions. This is why the preparatory phase, 

before the planning start, is so important. If you start to involve stakeholders without having the necessary 

preconditions to fulfil your ambitions, it might lead to disappointments and a decrease in trust that will take 

time to rebuild. As someone expressed it; there is nothing as planned as an open process! 

 

Implementation phase 

Collaboration provides a framework for integrating many different forms of activities, but in practice there are 

substantial barriers and difficulties. One aspect is about choosing the relevant scale. Each scale offers new 

opportunities and new difficulties for collaboration – which becomes evident if you compare regional versus 

more localized efforts. Furthermore, funding constraints and complexity may limit the breadth of participation 

in scientifically based deliberations. It also takes time and resources to develop a shared understanding of the 

issues. Learning takes time, but developing joint models and data sharing arrangements is necessary. 



Stakeholders need to be aware of both the benefits and costs of moving towards joint management decisions. 

There will always be substantial start-up costs and ongoing costs to maintain the effort. In addition, the move 

towards more sophisticated models and integrated implementation tools increase the complexity. Who will be 

able to understand the many challenges of a holistic management of water and land? This is of course als 

related to questions about how national and state policies are applied – how policy measures support or 

hinder the implementation of more integrated measures in the landscape. This will certainly mean greater 

resource demands in the short term, to the benefit of synergies on the longer term. Finally, the different 

stakeholders have different mandates and missions, new services (such as catchment officers) will help 

promote common and regional objectives. Implementing regional policy processes can significantly advance 

collaborative management initiatives. There is a win-win-situation between collaborative leadership, new 

services and the implementation of a participatur toolbox.  

 

The role of collaborative leadership in the implementation phase 

During the implementation phase all such aspect needs to be integrated and taken care of by a collaborative 

leadership. This is more or less impossible to do by yourself. That is why a collaborative leader also have to 

have specific skills. According to (xxxx) there are nine skills that can be grouped in three broad areas (figure X):  

a) building teams,  

b) solving problems, and  

c) achieving impact. 

 

 
 

During the implementation phase collaborative leadership in practice features six central elements (to be 

understood as process facilitators skills): 

(1) Continuously assessing the environment for collaboration - understanding the changing context before 

acting 

(2) Creating clarity, visioning, and mobilizing - define shared values and engage people in positive action 

(3) Building trust - create safe places for developing shared purpose and action;  

(4) Sharing power and influence - develop the synergy of people, organizations, and communities to 

accomplish goals  

(5) Developing people - commit to the development of people as a key asset through mentoring and coaching, 

and  

(6) Self reflection and personal continuous quality improvement: Understanding your own leadership and 

being open in engaging others in developing yourself 

 



Linking collaborative leadership to process facilitation and the participatory toolbox 

A leader is not necessarily the same person as the facilitator. A collaborative leader can decide, together with 

other partners, to invite external and professional facilitators to support the work. Nevertheless, it is 

important to remember that certainly skilled facilitators can make a great contribution, but in the end, success 

will largely be determined by how the leaders of the different stakeholder groups take up leadership roles 

within the stakeholder partnership. 

One of the most important roles of a facilitator is to understand and question the rationale behind a measures 

and suggested intervention. Participatory intervention, for instance by using the participatory toolbox, is the 

most fundamental as it influences the choice of participants in the learning process, what they will learn about 

and how they contribute. The facilitator can make visible the consequences of this choice for learning and the 

outcome of the intervention. In addition, the facilitator can identify and create space for changing the 

motivation behind an intervention. 

Institutional support, providing space for experimentation, and active networking, is essential in process 

facilitation. A facilitator who has experienced the value of both collaborative learning and systemic thinking 

and practice is challenged to improve his/her own expertise in these fields. Over time the facilitator will be 

able to help others to diagnose and change their own facilitation skills. This might be important when trying to 

enable participating organizations to develop their own internal work, becoming more prepared for future 

collaborative potentials.  This calls for a conducive environment supporting social-ecological change. 

In figure X the different decisions (ie., success factors) are listed needed to be managed by a collaborative 

leader and/or process facilitator during implementation. 

 
 

Monitoring and evaluation phase 

Program evaluation 

To monitor and evaluate social-ecological processes, characterised by complexity and change, one need to 

have as broad approach to monitoring and evaluation. Figure X illustrates what dimensions influence activities 



and results of a collaborative learning process. This work has to be done continuously as part of an action 

learning cycle.  

As a collaborative leader using the action learning cycle provide a participatory evaluation framework (plan, 

act, reflect and learn). But it demands collection of in-depth data on activities, learning and change. What do 

you need to know to be able to draw relevant conclusions and suggest improvements. If applying a formative 

evaluation approach you will also enable other to learn from our experience (scaling up and out). The internal 

aim of monitoring and (formative) evaluation in these processes should be to enable continuous improvement 

through a collaborative learning approach. To conclude, monitoring and evaluation is as a central part of 

collaborative leadership and can strengthen the ambition to enable learning and change.  

 

 

 

Conclusions 

Generic competencies 

All stakeholders need to develop partly new, non-technical skills to participate in these processes: 

• Articulation of knowledge and other demands (i.e., life-long learning) 

• Information gathering and strategic decision making  

• Management skills, incl. leadership 

• Entrepreneurship, managing innovation processes 

• Systems thinking, incl. a broad analytic competence 

[To be developed…] 

 

Communities of practice 



[To be developed…] 

 

 

 
 


