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Abstract 

Managing natural resources and socio-ecological systems sustainably is one of the greatest 

challenges for society today. In order to deal with the complexities and uncertainties inherent to 

this challenge, adaptive management, collaborative (participatory) management and adaptive co-

management have been advocated as governing tools instead of a traditional top-down approach. 

Much research has advocated that the crucial element of these three alternative management 

approaches is social learning. While a lot of research has investigated the preconditions, contents 

and outcomes of social learning, little is known about the processes of social learning. This 

thesis explores how social learning processes unfolded in a regional collaborative project, the 

Resolve project, carried out in Sweden. The methodological approach used is action research. 

The data was collected mainly by observing the project team’s internal workshops and also 

through observing interviews and official workshops in which diverse local stakeholders 

participated. The present study makes several noteworthy contributions to existing knowledge 

about social learning by providing detailed descriptions of social learning processes. The 

significant findings of thesis were that social learning was facilitated and encouraged through the 

opportunity to ask critical questions and to engage in collective decision-making. These findings 

enhance our understanding of social learning processes.  

Key words 

Social learning, sustainable development, collaborative management, adaptive management, 

participatory management, multi-stakeholders, adaptive co-management  
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1.  Introduction 

The world faces diverse challenges of sustainable development e.g. climate change, biodiversity 

loss, inequality between the rich and the poor, exhaustion of resources, food security and so on. 

These issues have become the main agenda for local, regional and national governments, for 

research and for businesses because of their importance on human wellbeing and survival (Clair 

et al., 1996; Jörby, 2002; Swanson and Pintér, 2007).  

However, one problem is that most of these challenges are very complex, interrelated and co-

evolving. For example, each problem and solution are affected by other problems and their 

solutions, and involve diverse stakeholders’ interests, values and practical epistemologies. For 

this reason, a problem cannot be solved or well-managed without understanding related issues 

that are habitually excluded, and seeing the “bigger picture”. However, understanding related 

issues and seeing the bigger picture is a hard and complex task in itself. Thus, many practitioners 

and policy makers say that they struggle to identify, clarify, and understand core problems that in 

turn, make it difficult for them to make a legitimate decision and find optimal solutions (Bressers, 

2004). Then, how can we tackle these issues? 

Traditional governance systems such as top down approaches are not considered to be 

appropriate for dealing with sustainability problems anymore because they cannot handle 

uncertainties and complexities of the problems (Ison et al., 2004; Röling and Maarleveld, 1999; 

Röling, 2002). Moreover, researchers have repeatedly recognized that the uncertainties and 

complexities of such issues make it hard for practitioners to predict the outcomes of their 

strategies and actions. Thus, this has led to an increase in calls for adaptive management and 

collaborative management instead of top down approaches in handling sustainable development 

issues.  

The key element of adaptive management is active experiments between few experts such as 

managers, scientists and decision makers. In other words, they make a decision, plan, act and 

monitor as well as reflect on their action and results and then continuously revise their practices 

in order to deal with uncertainty of management(Holling, 1978). Hence, experts improve their 

decision-making and problem-solving capacity by learning from their experiments. In contrast, 

the main element of collaborative management, or participatory management, is involving 

diverse stakeholders from society in dealing with complexities of sustainable development issues 

(Bouwen and Taillieu, 2004; Tippett et al., 2005a). It is argued that through collaborative and 

deliberative process, diverse stakeholders with their different interests, knowledge and 

perspectives on common issues will learn from and with each other (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010) 

to see the bigger picture and to understand interrelations among issues, values, and potential 

outcomes. Recently, these two management methods have been combined and used together and 

the combined management method is called adaptive co-management. 
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All these three management models mentioned above consider learning as a crucial component 

and the learning in adaptive, collaborative and adaptive co-management is termed social learning. 

However, social learning is not a given outcome of any multi-stakeholder collaborations or 

planned experiments (Tippett et al., 2005). Rather, the learning process should be well facilitated 

in order to enable stakeholders to actively engage in and reflect upon the processes etc. The 

common understanding and underlying premise being that when social learning takes place 

successfully, this enables better decision makings and lead to common actions among 

participants (Folke et al., 2005). The definition of social learning used throughout this thesis will 

be provided in section 2.4.   

Recognizing the importance of social learning in managing socio-ecological systems, a 

significant amount of research put forward to advance the understanding of the social learning 

concept and use in management methods. To do so, most studies to date have tended to focus on 

the preconditions, contents and outcomes of social learning rather than the processes of social 

learning. Detailed analyses of social learning processes and of how social learning unfolds are 

still missing (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a). Hence, further research is needed about social 

learning processes so as to deepen the knowledge of social learning, improve the management of 

social learning, and further the understanding of the role and value of social learning in 

collaborative and adaptive management of sustainable development. 

 

1.1. Purpose and research question 

Against this background, this thesis aims to contribute to deepen the understanding of social 

learning processes and to offer insights about social learning processes in adaptive and 

collaborative management. To do so, action research was conducted focusing on experiences 

emerging from a case study in which social learning processes were enhanced through 

workshops in designing a regional project named Resolve, carried out in Uppsala, Sweden.  

The Resolve project, which is on-going, aims to identify main regional innovation challenges for 

sustainable development in three municipalities in Uppsala. The project is run from February to 

September 2014 and is designed and facilitated by three Uppsala University organizations, the 

Uppsala Centre for Sustainable Development, Uppsala University  Innovation, and the 

Entrepreneurship Lab. The design and facilitating team is consisted of two people from each 

organization who has different educational, vocational and cultural backgrounds including the 

author of this thesis. To run the resolve project, the design and facilitating team had 18 internal 

workshops for designing and managing the project. This thesis investigated these workshops to 

answer the following main research question: 
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 In the process of designing a collaborative project regarding local sustainable 

development in Uppsala region, is social learning taking place? If so, to what extent 

and how does social learning unfold? If not, why is social learning hindered from 

happening? 

In addition, this thesis will also discuss practical implications of findings in regards to the main 

question. The findings regarding the processes of social learning will reflect upon and suggest 

insights on how the social learning processes should be facilitated in adaptive and collaborative 

managements. Therefore, this leads to the additional research question: 

 How should social learning processes be facilitated in adaptive and collaborative 

projects in order to lead collective actions and better decision makings for Sustainable 

development? 
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2. Theoretical background 

Social learning theory stands on the basis of different learning theories and disciplines. For this 

reason, theory development and research around social learning take a different direction within 

each field (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a). Even within the area of sustainable development and 

natural resource management, different researchers have defined social learning differently and 

researched it based on different theories. These incoherent definitions resulted in confusion 

which hinders advancing the understanding of social learning processes. Therefore, it seems 

necessary to provide the definition used in this thesis. However, prior to draw the definition of 

social learning, it makes sense to go through how different researchers developed this concept 

and what elements of social learning is particularly important in the context of sustainable 

development. After reviewing the literature, the social learning will be defined in the end of the 

chapter.  

 

2.1. What is social learning and how has the concept been developed? 

In order to discuss social learning, we must clarify what is learning. In the 1960s and 1970s, 

learning was mainly considered as change in behavior (Olson and Hergenhahn, 2009). However, 

over time, researchers discussed multiple forms of learning. For instance, Saljö (1979) argued 

that learning includes: 1) acquiring information, and knowledge; 2) memorizing; 3) taking facts, 

skills and methods; 4) making sense or abstracting meaning; and 5) interpreting and 

understanding reality in a different way by reinterpreting knowledge. Then how is social learning 

different from learning? While numerous learning theories and models (Ajzen and Fishbein, 

1980; Bem, 1973; Homans, 1961; Skinner et al., 1972) have attempted to explain individual 

learning regarding human behavioral development, the main focus of social learning is the 

interaction between individuals and their environment (M. Muro and Jeffrey, 2008).  

 

Social learning concept is developed from different learning theories and social science 

disciplines. In psychological and pedagogical discipline, Miller and Dollard (Miller and Dollard, 

1941) defined social learning for the first time (M. Muro and Jeffrey, 2008). They argued that 

people observe other’s behavior, “transform it into cognitive representations and execute the 

behaviour if it is associated with benefits, rewards or any incentives” (Melanie Muro and Jeffrey, 

2008, p. 327). Since they defined social learning, numerous researchers developed diverse social 

learning theories. Among many theories, Bandura’s (1977) theory is one of the most cited by 

other researchers since it is considered to be the broadest and most comprehensive. Bandura 

(1977) put emphasis on the importance of observing and modeling of others’ behaviors, attitudes 

and emotional reactions. He argued that people should attend to or recognize the features of a 

model and memorize it to learn new behaviors or attitudes. In addition, he further claimed that 

human behavior is formed by the reciprocal interaction between a person’s cognitions and 

environment (Bandura, 1986).  
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Research in the field of human resources and knowledge management extended social learning 

theory by paying attention to how group and social organization learn by interactions and 

collaborations. Lave and Wenger (Lave and Wenger, 1991) defined learning as a social 

participation by which people obtain shared knowledge and understanding of the world. In their 

definition, social participation refers to active participation in social communities and formation 

of identities in relation to these communities. This active participation implies that participation 

affects what we do, who we are and how we interpret what we do.  

 

Social cognition theorists (Salmon 1993, Jacobson 1996, Fox 1997) showed similar 

understanding about social learning. They argued that knowledge or cognition is context 

dependent and interactive. Jacobson (1996) argued that unless one becomes embedded in the 

culture in which interaction among individuals and the environment takes place, learning and 

knowledge do not have a meaning. 

 

All in all, different social learning theories have explained how a person learns from and with 

their environment. In these theories, different forms of social learning are described, where 

individuals observe, actively participate in interaction, or construct identities with regards to the 

learning context. The outcomes of social learning and to what extent these outcomes are 

expected were described differently in these theories even though they all understood learning as 

a cognitive process. To be more specific, while earlier theories stressed behavior changes, later 

theories emphasized the creation of knowledge, changes in belief and attitudes. In the following 

section, how these theories of social learning are related to dealing with problems of sustainable 

development is discussed.  

 

 

2.2. Sustainable development and social learning 

To deal with problems of sustainable development, we should manage complex and evolving 

socio-ecological systems well and their management is confronted with uncertainty and surprise, 

which in turn, make it hard to predict what will happen (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a). These 

characteristics of sustainable development problems have been described as ‘wicked’ problems, 

as opposed to ‘tamed’ problems such as  problems of mathematics (Frame, 2008; Ison, 2010; 

Ritchey, 2011). Rittel and Webber (1973) described the several characteristics of wicked 

problems.  

First of all, in contrast to a tamed problem for which one can easily identify all information 

needed to solve it, it is not possible to identify an exhaustive inventory of information necessary 

for solving a wicked problem. Thus, the information a person will gather in trying to understand 

a wicked problem depends strongly on one’s knowledge and ideas about how to solve it. 

Knowing the context of a problem is crucial to find good enough information to find a solution. 
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It is therefore necessary to find right actors who understand contexts and have relevant 

knowledge to solve a wicked problem. Therefore, the capacity of different actors and groups to 

communicate, negotiate and reach collective decisions plays crucial role in dealing with wicked 

problems (Pahl-Wostl, 2002; Schusler et al., 2003; Woodhill, 2004). 

Second, every wicked problem is a symptom of other wicked problems. Not only that, a solution 

to each wicked problem may become a symptom for other problems. Hence, it is very hard to see 

the connections between a solution and its outcomes due to the complexities of problem (Capra, 

1996; Holland et al., 1996; Kauffman, 1993).  

Third, for a wicked problem, there is no chance to run trial and error because every trial will 

leave their traces and this in turn will have an impact on their system. Thus, every solution to a 

wicked problem and every step made for solving a wicked problem are significant and 

irreversible. In addition, a solution to a wicked problem has a long term or unlimited impact on 

the system. For example, implementing a new form of public transportation system will have a 

long-term impact. 

Sustainability problems are often wicked problems. Uncertainty and indeterminacy caused by the 

characteristics of wicked problems restrain the creation of knowledge about consequences, which 

in turn make it difficult to use scientific knowledge for sustainable development. Acknowledging 

uncertainty, unpredictability, and unlimited consequences, an adaptive or collaborative approach 

is preferable, where actors modify their decisions and frame of references through a learning 

process (Hjorth and Bagheri, 2006). Recognizing bounded rationality and the significance of 

decisions that need to be made, reflexive processes have a big importance. So, in this context, 

social learning should not just be about acquiring more cognitive knowledge and understanding 

better about the situations but also being aware of and critical to one’s own underlying values 

(Brookfield, 1987; Flood, 1990; Pahl-Wostl, 2002). Therefore, social learning is considered as a 

key element of dealing with wicked problems. Recognizing the importance of social learning in 

dealing with wicked problem, social learning concept has been developed and used a lot in the 

natural resources management. Hence, in the following section, how social learning concept is 

used and developed in the context of natural resources management and adaptive and 

collaborative management processes will be discussed.  

 

 

2.3. Social learning in adaptive, collaborative and adaptive co-management  

Traditionally natural resources were managed by top down approaches (Holling and Meffe, 

1996). Until the late 1970s people considered that nature is predictable so intervention by sound 

science was thought to be able to protect the nature. However, people started to be aware of that 

intervention doesn’t always lead to predicted outcome e.g. long term fire suppression policies in 

Yellowstone National Park resulted in big wildfires (Cundill and Rodela, 2012a). This awareness 

leads scientists and decision makers to consider the uncertainties and complexities of nature. 
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Thus, managing natural resources by command and control was not considered appropriate any 

more.  

 

In this regard, a system approach for natural resources management began to be considered 

important which puts emphasis on adaptation, learning and resilience (Gunderson, 1999; Holling, 

1986; Lee, 1994). Therefore, scientists and decision makers started to apply experimentation as 

means to learn and to manage the nature adaptively (Holling, 1978). This new adaptive 

management approach is characterized by an iterative process of setting a goal, planning, taking 

action, monitoring and reflecting on the outcomes, and taking revised action (C. Walters, n.d.). 

In this experimentation cycle, social learning was expected to occur throughout the whole cycle 

and especially during reflection upon the outcomes. They learn how to cope with uncertainty and 

expand their awareness of ecosystem (Lee, 1994).  

 

From 1980s, the importance of local stakeholders’ participations in decision making process was 

recognized and emphasized. Not only scientists and experts but also local stakeholders began to 

participate in natural resource management. Natural resource management methods shifted from 

adaptive management to collaborative management, or participatory management, methods.  

 

In this context, Milbrath (1989) used social learning in regards to sustainable development using 

the expression ‘self-education community’ to describe circumstances in which people learn from 

each other and from nature. Social learning concept regarding collaborative management is 

regarded to be based on Habermas’s (1989) theory of communicative action which hypothesizes 

that people solve problems or reach goals through the processes of negotiation, deliberation, 

cooperation to reach agreements about a shared definition of the situation and consensus. In 

addition, Pinkerton (1994) developed the social learning concept further and expressed that 

social learning occurs when people “deliberate over problems, undertake shared tasks, reveal 

values and perceptions and conduct joint monitoring” (Cundill and Rodela, 2012b, p. 10). These 

processes were considered to create different forms of rationality which can form the basis for 

better decisions for sustainable development (Bulkeley and Mol, 2003). Buck et al.(2001) argued 

that social learning can increase the capacity for collective actions, problem solving, conflict 

mitigation and relationship building. Röling (2002)  also argued that social learning is very 

important to achieve collective actions over common problems. 

 

Adaptive management and collaborative management differ in regards to foci, processes and 

outcomes. The main focus of adaptive management is the complexities and uncertainty of a 

wicked problem while that of collaborative management is interaction among multiple 

stakeholders. In an adaptive management, social learning was mostly considered to happen in the 

domain of few experts whereas collaborative management is done by broad stakeholders. The 

process supporting social learning in adaptive management is deliberate experimentation in 

which, on-going monitoring, reflection and joint action are happening. On the other hand, 
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interaction is the main process for collaborative management in which knowledge sharing, 

deliberation, interaction and exposure of values and trust building occurs. The outcomes of social 

learning in adaptive management can be summarized to improved decision making, awareness of 

human environment concerns and improved problem solving capacity. In contrast, the main 

outcome of collaborative management is collective action regarding common problems among 

participants. 

 

More recently in managing socio ecological systems, both adaptive and collaborative 

management are combined and used together. Cundill and Rodela (2012) named combined 

management as adaptive co-management. In this management method, many researchers applied 

transformative learning theory to social learning. Transformative learning theory focuses how 

individuals learn about their values and other values and how it changes when they interact with 

other people (Armitage et al., 2008).  The social learning in adaptive co-management takes place 

through experiences of crises, iterative reflection and knowledge sharing among participants.  

 

 

2.4. Summary 

In summary, the management method for natural resources and socio-ecological systems has 

changed over time from top-down to adaptive, collaborative and then adaptive co-management 

method. Social learning concept is differently understood and used according to the management 

method. Considering the characteristics of wicked problem - uncertainty, complexities, and 

involving diverse sectors - all social learning concepts used in adaptive, collaborative and 

adaptive co-management methods are relevant to this thesis.  

 

Throughout this thesis, the term social learning could therefore be defined as learning that occurs 

in individual and/or collective level and to a different extent while multi-stakeholders gather, 

experiment, engage one another and deliberate on common problems; it is going beyond the 

acquisition of cognitive knowledge, social and technical skills by individuals and includes 

understanding one’s own and others’ values and perspectives. It also implies gaining capacity for 

systems thinking, noticeably about understanding complexities and uncertainties, perceiving 

oneself as part of a whole, and recognizing future generations (Rodríguez and Vergara-Tenorio, 

2007) and non-human species (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a). A lot of research has contended 

that social learning can lead to reframing, co-creation of knowledge, better relationships among 

participants, mutual and common understanding about a problem  and ownership of common 

problems which, in turns may result in improvement of management and decision making and 

collaborative actions among participants.  
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3. Theoretical framework 

This chapter reviews various theories and empirical findings from prior research based on the 

social learning definition provided in the previous chapter. A theoretical framework on social 

learning includes: 1) what can be learned in social learning, 2) outcomes of social learning, 3) 

social learning processes which lead to social learning and 4) preconditions which should be 

satisfied for social learning processes to happen.  

 

3.1. What can be learned in social learning 

A variety of research has looked into and discussed what can be learned through social learning 

(Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a). Although the social learning concept is used in diverse sectors, 

this section will discuss what people can learn through social learning only in regards to natural 

recourse management and sustainable development. From the literature, five main contents were 

drawn to be learned: 1) cognitive knowledge, 2) systems thinking, 3) perspectives of oneself and 

others and 4) technical and social skills.  

First of all, the easiest thing that can be learned is cognitive knowledge. Social learning can let 

participants acquire new information and knowledge about the state of problems, possible 

solutions and accompanying consequences (Webler et al., 1995a). Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) 

discussed different forms of cognitive knowledge related to ecological behavior:  

1) Declarative knowledge: gives insights into how environmental system works (Schahn, 

1996) and it is related to the knowledge about the state of the problems (Garmendia and 

Stagl, 2010a). 

2) Procedural knowledge: addresses different procedures and courses of action and behavior 

to achieve a certain goal (Ernst, 1994) 

3) Effectiveness knowledge: refers to different ecological consequences and relative 

effectiveness of different behaviors when it comes to reaching a certain outcomes (Stern 

and Oskamp, 1987). 

Second, researchers have argued that social learning can help participants to gain systemic 

awareness. Participant can become aware of systems of interest in their contexts and recognizing 

what they are affected by and affect (Collins et al., 2007). Participants learn systems thinking by 

becoming conscious of the complexity and uncertainties of the issue so that they can improve 

their holistic and integrative thinking (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a; Webler et al., 1995a). 

Moreover, a participant perceives oneself as part of a whole, and recognizing future generations 

and non-human species. 

Third, social learning might help participants to reflect upon their own personal interests (Webler 

et al., 1995a) and to understand the perspectives, underlying reasons, interests and values of 
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others (Steyaert et al., 2007; Tippett et al., 2005b; Webler et al., 1995a). Tippett et al (2005) 

argued that learning about their own perspectives and others’ perspective can expand participants’ 

perspectives. Moreover, participants might find errors in their own perspectives, which may lead 

to a change of their perspectives and values (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a).  

 

Fourth, technical and social skill can be transferred between participants through interaction 

(Tippett et al., 2005b). For example, in Pahl-Wostl and Hare’s (2004) case study, most actors 

reported that they learn how to used new techniques to support their communication and 

planning management issues. In addition, participants may learn social skills such as conflict 

resolving and cooperation skills. Participants with different interests and stakes can potentially 

create conflicts or tensions (Tippett et al., 2005a). A lot of empirical research has showed that 

conflicts and tensions often occur in the social learning process (Toderi et al., 2007). Thus, social 

learning can provide participants a chance to learn how to deal with tensions and conflicts.  

 

 

3.2. Outcomes of social learning 

The section 3.1. discussed what can be learned from social learning processes. On top of that, 

social learning can result in many more outcomes. This section will discuss six different 

potential outcomes of social learning addressed in prior research.  

First of all, researchers have claimed that participants may change their own perspectives and 

perceptions (Bouwen and Taillieu, 2004). They have called this process re-framing, or changes 

in frames of reference. Frames of reference refer to “structures of assumptions and expectations 

that frame an individual’s tacit points of view and influence their thinking, beliefs, and 

actions”(Taylor, 2008, p. 5). 

Second, in social learning process, different stakeholders who don’t meet so often or have not  

worked together are gathered and build social trust (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007). Social trust enables 

stakeholder to collaborate in a wide range of informal and formal relationships raging from 

formal legal structures and contracts to informal voluntary agreements (Melanie Muro and 

Jeffrey, 2008; Tippett et al., 2005a).  

Third, the social learning process can result in a common understanding of a problem among 

different participants (Steyaert et al., 2007). As mentioned in section 3.1, social learning process 

can help participants understand their own and other participants’ frame of reference. Therefore, 

participants can understand why they have different interests, stakes and understandings of a 

common issue. Moreover, a better relationship among participants and common understanding 

built in social learning mentioned above can lead them to solve conflicts and build mutual 

agreement. This mutual understanding can lead to a convergence of different opinions and 

common understanding over a problem (Tippett et al., 2005b). 
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Fourth, social learning involving public participations can develop the ownership of common 

good and common problems (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a) and a sense of solidarity with a group 

(Webler et al., 1995a). For example, Scottish case study participants improved their 

understanding and ownership of the environment problems they were facing from public 

participatory process (Bouwen and Taillieu, 2004). 

Fifth, social learning can lead to collective actions among participants (Webler et al., 1995a) by 

the four outcomes mentioned above and realizing interdependence among participants (Morris 

and Morris, 2005). Participants can learn to perceive oneself as part of a whole, and adopt 

collective interests as their own (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010a). On top of that, participants can 

perceive more opportunities for joint action (Wenger, 1998). Some researchers even defined and 

argued that social learning is the means to achieve collective actions (Collins et al., 2007).  

Sisth, a lot of research has supported the idea that social learning improves decision making by 

increasing awareness of human environment interaction, building relationships among 

participants, problem-solving capacity such as cooperation skills and conflict resolving skills of 

stakeholders (Cundill and Rodela, 2012a). What participants learn from social learning enhances 

their ability to respond to social and ecological system changes that in turn can improve decision 

making (Pahl-Wostl and Hare, 2004). 

 

3.3. Social learning processes 

There are few studies that give a detailed account of the processes of social learning. However, 

some studies discussed the processes of social learning in a broad perspective. Steyaert and 

Jiggins (2007) in their case studies discussed that social learning occurs from the sequence of 

conflict and mutual incomprehension to a growing recognition of their interdependence. They 

further discussed that social learning was encouraged through the deliberate facilitation of the 

process of interaction between stakeholders. However, they didn’t describe in detail how exactly 

the social learning process flows from conflict to recognition of their interdependence and how it 

can be facilitated well for the interaction between stakeholders. 

 

Other research (Garmendia and Stagl, 2010b; Rist et al., 2007; Schusler et al., 2003) also 

suggested that process of interaction between stakeholders lead to social learning. Tippett et al 

(2005b) asserted that participants can learn their own and other participants’ interests, values and 

underlying reasons for their behavior through interaction. In order for theses to happen, they 

contended that the learning process needs to be made explicit, in such a way that assumptions 

and perceptions are visible, explored and discussed. Thus, participants are able to learn other 

participants’ perspectives as well as expand their own viewpoints. However, they didn’t illustrate 

in detail how the process can be made explicit and how this explicit process leads to learning.  
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In experiential learning theory, it is argued that iterative processes of experimentation create 

social learning (Blackmore, 2007). Kolb and Fry’s (1974) learning in a cycle model constituted 

of these stage: 1) concrete experience, 2) observation and reflection, 3) formation of abstract 

concepts and 4) testing in new situations. Mesirow (1990) argued that critical reflections in the 

experimentation processes lead to re-framing. 

 

Transformative learning theory explained how re-framing occurs in a broader perspectives but 

not in social learning context particularly. For instance, Taylor (2008)  described that the revision 

of frames of reference can be done by a critical reflection on experience. Critical reflection is 

regarded as conscious and explicit reassessment of the consequence and origin of our meaning 

scheme or structure. Through multiple interactions and discourses with others of differing 

viewpoints (Mezirow, 1995), people question themselves deeply their underlying assumptions.  

 

In sum, the social learning process concerns 1) conflict and mutual incomprehension to growing 

recognition of their interdependence, 2) iterative process of experimentation, 3) interaction, 4) 

Reflection and 5)deliberation. 

  

 

3.4. Preconditions for social learning 

Social learning cannot be forced but might be promoted by creating a learning environment and 

good facilitation of the process. A number of researchers have tried to find out what kind of 

context, methods and process designs may encourage or hinder social learning (Melanie Muro 

and Jeffrey, 2008). Through a literature review, five different preconditions were found.  

 

First of all, a lot of research has stressed that gathering an adequately broad range of stakeholders 

(Loeber and Cramer, 2003; Mostert et al., 2007; Webler et al., 1995b) and providing multiple 

sources of knowledge is necessary (Rist et al., 2007, 2006; Schusler et al., 2003). A variety of 

stakeholders can bring their diverse view points, perspectives and values into the social learning 

process. If there are only like-minded participants, it is hard for them to learn new perspectives 

and values. On top of that, Tippet et al (2005b) discussed that if key players and diverse 

stakeholders are not invited to where social learning is happening, the decisions made by only a 

few stakeholders can be considered as lacking legitimacy. When it comes to diverse sources of 

knowledge, if knowledge that is positioned in different sectors, professions, and discipline is 

communicated with those who need knowledge, this can drive reflections and transformational 

challenge (Brown, 2002; Jiggins et al., 2007). 

 

Second, an egalitarian atmosphere among participants is important so that participants can share 

their knowledge and perspectives comfortably. When multiple stakeholders are invited, different 
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power relations exist (Van Bommel et al., 2009). An empowered person or out-going person 

might speak much more than others who don’t share this characteristics and the discussion can 

be led by only a few participants. In that case, less empowered people or silent people won’t 

have a chance to share their perspectives and view points to others, and these are not going to be 

communicated. 

Third, creating an environment of trust is crucial for active participations and effective 

interactions. The trusting environment can be built by many mechanisms such as a definition of 

commonly accepted ground rules, transparent communication and recording of input from 

participants (Tippett et al., 2005b). Van Bommel et al.(2009) discussed that if participants have 

different degrees of trust, willingness and capacity for engagement, these factors were assumed 

to hinder the social learning processes (Rodela, 2013). 

 

Fourth, facilitation and careful management of the learning process is an important precondition 

(Mezirow, 1995). A lot of research argued that the learning process should be facilitated in such 

a way that participants explore, discuss and understand their own and other’s implicit frames. 

Therefore, participants get a chance to expand their own frame of references. Furthermore, 

different perspectives can be integrated to develop common solutions about common problems. 

In addition, conflicts and disagreement among participants should be well managed so that 

mutually beneficial agreements can be made among participants. 

 

Fifth, a lot of research found that provision of sufficient time is important to foster social 

learning (Collins et al., 2007). Building a trusting environment and exploring different 

perspectives among participants takes time. Some empirical research argued that an insufficient 

provision of time was the main reason to hinder social learning (Tippett et al., 2005b). 

 

3.5. Theoretical framework 

Section 3.1 to 3.4 is represented in the model presented in Figure 1. The model includes major 

contentions from the literature and illustrates the linkages between the individual components of 

the model. This model will be used in the analysis and discussion. It is unrealistic to expect all 

learning components to occur in only one project, but this research aims to reveal as much as 

possible about the phenomena which take place in the Resolve project. In the Results and 

Analysis chapter, findings regarding what are learned and what outcomes happened during the 

internal workshop in the Resolve project will be presented along with the detailed processes 

which unfolded. In the discussion chapter later on, why some phenomena happened and why 

other phenomenon didn’t and how these are related to the processes and preconditions will be 

discussed.  
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework of social learning 

 

 

What can be learned? 

 Cognitive knowledge 

 Systems thinking 

 One’s own and others’ 

interests, values and 

perspectives and underlying 

reasons 

 Technical and social skills 

Preconditions 

 Multiple sources of knowledge 

 Broad range of stakeholders 

 Egalitarian atmosphere 

 An Environment of trust 

 Facilitation and careful management  

 Provision of sufficient time 

Processes 

 Iterative process of experimentation 

 Interaction 

 Sequence of incomprehension and 

conflicts  

 Reflection 

 Deliberation 

Outcomes 

 Reframing 

 Better relationship among participants 

 Enhanced flexibility, improved decision-making 

and management  

 Mutual agreements and common understanding 

 Ownership of common good and problems 

 Collective actions 
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4. Method 

4.1. Research design  

 This thesis investigated two research questions:  

 In the process of designing a collaborative project regarding local sustainable 

development in Uppsala region, is social learning taking place? If so, to what extent 

and how does social learning unfold? If not, why is social learning hindered from 

happening? 

 

 How should a social learning process be facilitated in adaptive and collaborative 

projects in order to lead collective actions and better decision makings for Sustainable 

development? 

To provide answers for these research questions, an exploratory type of research is considered to 

be most appropriate because an exploratory study is very useful when it comes to finding out 

what is happening and assessing phenomena in a new light (Saunders, 2012). 

Owing to the exploratory nature of this research and reflecting the aim of the thesis, a qualitative 

method was selected. The aim of this thesis was to advance the understanding of social learning 

processes and to offer a discussion of the management and planning of social learning processes. 

Qualitative methods allow a deep understanding to develop over a problem or phenomenon and 

to study the processes rather than an outcome (Gay and Airasian, 2000). Moreover, qualitative 

methods are useful when theory is lacking in the field or existing theories or research fails to 

adequately explain a phenomenon (Merriam, 1988). As mentioned in the introduction chapter, 

very little research gave an account of the process of social learning and theories about the 

process are not established yet. Thus, qualitative methods fit the aim of this study. 

The phenomenon of interest of this thesis is the social learning process. In order to study the 

process of social learning, an action research method as one of the qualitative method has been 

chosen. McIntyre (2008) described an action research as “an approach to exploring the processes 

by which participants engage in collaborative, action-based projects that reflect their knowledge 

and mobilize their desires” (p.5). Moreover, a great number of prior researchers in social 

learning conducted action research even though their main focus of interest was not the process 

of social learning. More than 20 publications indicated that researchers participated in workshops 

either as a facilitator or a participant observer. Some publications indicated that researchers acted 

as activists in order to achieve their desirable outcomes, and about 10 publications indicated that 

researchers were involved in the learning processes and reflected upon them (Rodela et al., 2012).  



16 

 

4.2. Action research 

Reason and Bradbury (2001) described action research as “a participatory, democratic process 

concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, 

grounded in a participatory worldview” (p.1). Action research is usually used to study a group 

setting such as communities, organizations, and classrooms etc. The definition of action research 

differs from researcher to researcher. But, some common characteristics can be drawn from 

diverse definitions.  

First, the main focus of action research is research in action rather than research about action 

(Coghlan and Brannick, 2009). In other words, action researchers are not only observing what is 

happening but also acting to make it happen (Gummesson, 2000). Thus, the action research is 

used for the resolution of social or organizational issues with those who are concerned with the 

issues directly. To do so, action research is usually conducted by iterative cycles of identifying a 

problem, planning, taking action, and evaluating 

Second, in action research, a practitioner becomes involved in a research project. In other words, 

a researcher is part of the organization, classroom or community which they study and have a 

collaborative and democratic partnership with other practitioners. This allows researchers to 

provide research based knowledge and experiences to practitioners so that the issue may be 

resolved or improved for their system.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Third, action research is concurrent with action. Action research concerns both the quality 

improvement of action and contribution to scientific knowledge. Thus, action researchers play 

two roles; 1) taking actions and 2) standing back from the action and reflecting on it as it 

happens in order to contribute to scientific knowledge. 

Fourth, action research involves problem solving and change. Action researchers believe that the 

purpose of academic research and discourse is not only to describe, understand and explain the 

world but also to change it (Reason and Bradbury, 2001). When it comes to problem solving, an 

action researcher applies scientific method of fact finding and experimentation to a problem. 

From the problem solving process and outcomes both intended and unintended, researchers learn 

new knowledge and this will contribute to scientific knowledge and theory. 

In sum, the first characteristic of action research is that researchers play many roles at the same 

time. Traditionally, research has been mostly conducted by third person approach where a 

researcher studies on third persons and write a report for other third people. However, in action 

research, a researcher takes first, second and third person approach at the same time. A 

researcher studies himself or herself and their team and write a report for herself, for them and 

for other third people. This allows the researcher to gain a great insight in the research subjects 

and the interaction between research subjects. This is a great merit for this thesis because 

understanding participants and interaction between them are crucial in understanding social 

learning process that is the main interest of this thesis.  
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The second characteristic is that a researcher can actively affect result of studies, act on making 

something happens and also involve in problem solving and change. Since, this thesis investigate 

whether social learning occurs or not and also how it can happen, the second characteristic is 

also helpful to investigate the main research question. 

 

4.3. Research subject  

To study social learning processes deeply, this thesis investigated the design processes of 

regional project, named Resolve project, run by the Centre for Sustainable Development Uppsala 

(CSD Uppsala), Uppsala University Innovation, and the Entrepreneurship Lab. The project will 

be explained in more detail in the next section. Each organization belongs to three different 

departments of Uppsala University. Centre for Sustainable development is affiliated to 

department of Earth Sciences and also Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences. The main 

aim of CSD Uppsala is to catalyze research and education on sustainable development for two 

universities.  The Entrepreneurship Lab belongs to the Department of Business Studies and 

mainly works on connecting businesses or organizations, which need innovation or 

entrepreneurship knowledge with students from the entrepreneurship master programs at Uppsala 

University. UU innovation is mainly works on fostering research and commercialization of ideas 

in collaboration between Uppsala University and industry.   

The project is designed by two people from each organization that participated in the project (see 

table below). The writer of this thesis worked as project assistant for this project and for CSD 

Uppsala. Thus, the main research subjects of this thesis were six staff members including the 

author of the thesis. These research subjects were considered to be appropriate to study social 

learning process because they represent diverse educational, cultural and occupational 

backgrounds. In addition, the different ranges of ages and sex contribute to diversity of 

perspectives. These diverse backgrounds, ages, and sex of subjects are satisfying two 

precondition of social learning: multiple source of knowledge and broad range of stakeholders. 

Moreover, generally they didn’t know each other very well in the beginning of the project even 

though some of them have worked together for few months prior to this project. Therefore, the 

development of relationship between them over time and how this affects the result of social 

learning could be studied. 
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Table 1 Project staff members 

Affiliation Position Name Study background Age Nationality Sex 

CSD 

Uppsala 

Educatio

nal 

coordinat

or 
Sara 

Andersson Bachelor of Economics 30s Swedish Female 

CSD 

Uppsala 
Project 

assistant Misol Kim 

Bachelor of Environmental 

engineering, M.Sc in sustainable 

development, Expected Master’s 

degree in Business and Management 

specialized in Entrepreneurship 20s Korean Female 
Entreprene

urship lab Director 
Mikael 

Scherdin 
Masters in Civil economics, PhD in 

entrepreneurship 50s Swedish Male 

Entreprene

urship lab 
Project 

assistant 
Alice 

Schmuck 

Bachelor of Business administration, 

Expected Master’s in Business and 

Management specialized in 

Entrepreneurship 20s Austrian Female 
UU 

innovation 
Project 

leader 
Torbjörn 

Fängström 
PhD in Quantum chemistry, Bachelor 

and master in Physics 40s Swedish Male 

UU 

innovation 
Project 

assistant Per Kjellin 

B.Sc. in Sociotechnical Systems 

Engineering, M.Sc in Industrial 

Management and Innovation 20s Swedish Male 
 

4.4. The Resolve project 

The Resolve project aims to identify innovation challenges in the field of environment and 

sustainable development for the Uppsala region in Sweden. Specifically, the project aims to 

identify main challenges for municipalities in the Uppsala region, to analyze the underlying 

causes of the challenges, and understand why well-functioning solutions have not been 

implemented. The expected outcome of the project is the final report that describes a number of 

key challenges in the area of environment and sustainability, identifies the actors involved in 

these challenges and suggests what is required to move forward with these challenges. 

Furthermore, this project functions as a feasibility study for an innovation competition to be 

implemented later. The competition aims to deliver a number of proposed solutions for the 

identified and described challenges from this project.  

Therefore, this project investigated three municipalities: Uppsala, Knivsta and Heby out of eight 

municipalities. Initially all eight municipalities were contacted to join but only three 

municipalities were willing to join the project. The project is funded by Vinnova, the Swedish 

Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems. Its main mission is to promote sustainable 

growth by improving the conditions for innovations, as well as funding needs-driven research. 

The project is run by three Uppsala University organizations from late January to middle 

September 2014. Vinnova assigned this project to three organizations from Uppsala University 
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because it wants the knowledge from different department of Uppsala University to be applied to 

clarify and solve the main challenges for municipalities. 

In order to identify and analyze the challenges, this project consists of a number of interviews 

with local stakeholders, internal workshops at the Center for Sustainable Development Uppsala, 

Uppsala University Innovation, and the Entrepreneurship lab, and official workshops where local 

stakeholders and the three organizations participated.  

 

4.5. Data collection  

The research was carried out in accordance with the following process: first, the researcher 

participated in internal workshops as one of the staff members and also as an observer and the 

workshops were recorded (See further below). The internal workshops were held almost once a 

week from February to early May. Second, the researcher participated in interviews as an 

observer and interviews were recorded. The interviews were designed and conducted for the 

purpose of Resolve project but not specially designed for the research. The interviews were 

studied in order to find out how the participants in the project were changed or learned through 

the project. Third, a theoretical framework was built during February and March. Theories about 

what kinds of factors encourage social learning processes, and what the consequences of social 

learning are were reviewed in order to build a theoretical framework. Then, the theoretical 

frameworks were shared and communicated among the staff members of three main 

organizations in the internal workshop. Thus, the workshop that local stakeholders participate in 

was designed and run in such a way that social learning was encouraged. Fourth, the researcher 

observed the official workshops which multi-stakeholders from three municipalities participated 

in, and they were video recorded.  

4.5.1. Internal workshops observation 

The majority of the data is collected from observations of internal workshops which aim for 

designing and coordinating the Resolve project were held from February and are still on-going. 

This thesis studied the internal workshops held from February to late May because of the time 

limit. In most of the internal workshops, two people from the CSD Uppsala including the author 

of this thesis, two people from the Entrepreneurship lab and two people from UU innovation 

participated. Sometimes, some of them missed some of workshops and one external person who 

is an expert in social learning participated in the workshop once, too. All six participants have 

different educational and work backgrounds (see Table 2). Moreover, the knowledge and 

perspectives about sustainable development varied a lot among participants. Thus, in the internal 

workshop, the definition of sustainable development, project goals, design of interviews and 

workshops were discussed. In the internal workshop, the author of this thesis participated in the 

workshop as a participant and the workshops were recorded. Moreover, the notes of discussion in 

the whiteboard were photographed. 
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Table 2 Internal workshops studied 

 

Date Location Participants time 
 Length  

(minutes) 

1 2014-02-05 ånström Five members without Per 12:30-17:30 300 

2 2014-02-12 Ekonomikum Six members 09:00-12:00 180 

3 2014-02-18 
Central 

station café Six members 09:00-10:00 60 

4 2014-02-18 Ekonomikum Six members 12:00-16:00 240 

5 2014-02-28 Ekonomikum Five members without Sara 14:00-17:00 180 

6 2014-03-06 Geocentrum Sara, Misol 13:00-15:00 120 

7 2014-03-10 Ekonomikum Alice, Per, Misol 09:00-11:00 100 

8 2014-03-11 Geocentrum Sara, Misol 09:00-11:00 120 

9 2014-03-13 Geocentrum Five members without Per 13:30-16:00 210 

10 2014-03-18 Geocentrum Sara, Misol 09:00-11:00 120 

11 2014-03-19 Geocentrum Five members without Torbjorn 10:00-12:00 120 

12 2014-03-24 Geocentrum 
an external person, Alice, Misol, Per, 

Torbjorn 15:00-17:30 150 

13 2014-03-27 Ekonomikum Alice, Misol, Mikael, Torbjorn 09:30-12:00 150 

14 2014-04-07 Ekonomikum Alice, Per, Mikael, Torbjorn 09:00-11:00 120 

15 2014-04-16 Ekonomikum Six members 13:30-16:00 150 

16 2014-05-05 Ekonomikum Five members without Per 10:00-12:00 120 

17 2014-05-16 A cafe Five members without Per 13:00-15:00 120 

18 2014-05-23 Ekonomikum Six members 09:30-11:30 120 

          2680 

 

4.5.2. Interviews  

In addition to the data from internal workshop observations, minor parts of data are from 

observations from interviews with local stakeholders for the Resolve projects. The interviews 

were administered from February to April. The main aim of the interviews was finding out what 

areas of challenges different stakeholders think of as main challenges and interview questions 

were partially structured.  

The interview questions were formulated by the six people of the project group. The interview 

questions were consisted of four parts: personal introduction, knowledge and definition of 

sustainable development, interviewee’s motivation and expectation towards this project, and 

local challenges of sustainable development. Questions were open-ended and questions which 

can be answered with Yes or No were avoided (Gay and Airasian, 2000). However the questions 

were modified if deemed necessary and additional following questions were improvised to 

clarify the interviewee’s answer or on subject related to their answers.  
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The interview began with a personal introduction of interviewers and a brief introduction or 

presentation of the Resolve project. The interviewers were usually more than one person from 

the project group. One person from the project group acted as main interviewer, the other people 

took notes and the main researcher observed the interview. The interviewees include municipal 

officials such as environmental strategist and, energy strategist for the municipalities, politicians, 

and CEOs of local companies working on sustainable development issues. The interviewees 

were usually contacted by emails and sometimes by phone. Six interviews were conducted on 

different days in different place. Each interview took from 40 to 120 minutes. The interviews 

were conducted in Swedish and recorded with the informed consent of the interviewees.  

Table 3 Interviews studied 

  Date Location Interviewer Interviewee Time Length 

(minutes) 

1 2014-02-18 Uppsala 

city hall 

All project 

members 

two municipal officials 

from Uppsala  

10:00-

12:00 

120 

2 2014-02-26 ånström Torbjorn, Alice, 

Per 

A municipal official 

from Knivsta 

13:00-

15:00 

120 

3 2014-03-05 A café in 

Heby 

Torbjorn, 

Mikael, Misol, 

Sara 

A municipal official 

and a politician from 

Heby  

12:00-

14:00 

120 

4 2014-03-24 A café in 

Uppsala 

Torbjorn, 

Mikael, Misol 

CEO from an energy 

company 

09:00-

09:40 

40 

5 2014-03-24 Knivsta 

City hall 

Torbjorn, Misol,  a policitian from 

Knivsta 

12:30-

14:30 

120 

6 2014-03-26 CSD 

Uppsala 

Misol, Alice, 

Sara 

a municipal official 

from Uppsala 

08:30-

10:00 

90 

7 2014-05-09 Uppsala 

city hall 

Misol, Alice, 

Sara 

two interviewees from 

Uppsala  

08:30-

10:00 

90 

            700 

 

4.5.3. Official workshops observation 

Lastly, the other minor parts of the data are from the official workshop observations. The project 

workshops were held from late March and are planned to be held until the early September. The 

workshop with Heby municipality stakeholders was held on 31 March, the workshop with 

Knivsta municipality was held on 23 April and the workshop with Uppsala municipality was 

held 16 May. This thesis studied these three workshops. The workshops were held in Swedish 

and they were video recorded with informed consent of participants. Participants of the 

workshop included, politicians, managers of different departments in the municipalities, 

environmental strategists, climate change strategists, CEO of energy companies, and 

stakeholders from different institutions. 
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4.6. Limitation  

In this investigation there are several sources that might harm validity and reliability of the result. 

The main limitation of this thesis is the time frame; while the thesis is done by the end of May 

2014, the case the thesis is studying will be finished in September 2014. Therefore, the thesis 

may miss important findings which can be helpful to answer the research questions.  However, it 

was not possible to change the time frame of either project and still important findings were 

revealed. 

Second, the internal workshops were run mostly by English and partly by Swedish. However, the 

researcher’s mother tongue is neither Swedish nor English. Moreover, no participant has English 

as their mother tongue. So, this language barrier may cause misunderstanding and 

misinterpretation. Nevertheless, every participant was fluent in English and the voice recording 

helped to decrease the misunderstanding and misinterpretation. 

Third, the different cultural backgrounds of participants have both positive and negative side. 

This adds the diverse perspectives in the social learning process but may cause misinterpretation 

in the analysis. Though, the researcher was aware of this limitation and also lived in foreign 

countries more than five years. This might decrease the possibility of misunderstanding and 

misinterpretation by different cultural background. 
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5. Results and Analysis 

This part of the thesis presents the results of the data collection from transcription and 

observation selectively. That is, findings that illustrate what are learned, learning processes and 

outcomes accounted in the theoretical framework chapter. The result is organized by what are 

learned and the outcomes of social learning revealed in this study; 1) one’s own and others’ 

interests, values and perspectives and underlying reasons, 2) re-framing, 3) cognitive knowledge, 

and 4) solving conflicts and mutual agreements. The learning processes observed when social 

learning occurs will be presented with the part of transcribed conversation. 

 

5.1. One’s own and others’ interests, values and perspectives and underlying reasons 

A variety of interests, values and perspectives of project members were observed in the internal 

workshops transcriptions (see table 4). Whereas four participants expressed their main interests 

and perspective obviously, the other two participants didn’t express clearly their interests and 

perspectives. Most participants’ different interests and perspectives were revealed throughout the 

internal workshop. Participants revealed and realized that they have different interests, and 

perspectives especially when they need to make a common decisions. The differences were 

emerged by the form of disagreement and conflicts in the transcription of the workshop. The 

transcribed conversations demonstrate how these differences were revealed. 

Table 4 Findings of different aims and interests of participants 

  Main aim Main interests 

A 

Developing project further to make a 

difference for sustainable development 

Social learning, Sustainable development, 

stakeholders’ perspectives 

B 

Developing project further to make a 

difference for sustainable development 

Sustainable development, changing local 

stakeholders perspectives to be more critical 

C 

Developing project further to be 

beneficial for municipalities 

Communication, less interested in Sustainable 

development but still concerned 

D Writing a good final report for Vinnova Not revealed 

E 

Developing project further to make it 

practical and achievable Practical side 

F Writing a good final report for Vinnova Not revealed 

 

Conversation 1  

01 E: What are the critical indicators? 

02 B: Cause an indicator is something that tells you something about specific systems, so if 

you look at the city in the system, what would we want to measure within that system so 
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what are things that are really essential to keep track of? So that we can actually say if it is 

sustainable or not?…what do we want to measure?  

[...] 

03 C: Does this work for Knivsta? Sorry, what would they say? O.K , I see, We are all from 

Heby? We get this question of money? If we are here, we would end up in here (with 

pointing to the part of Snowflake), all of us. 

[...] 

04 B: Yes. Another issue of housing is, what kind of housing are we making? Are we? If we 

are looking at sort of standards for which has been calculated. So, how many square feet 

per person? Should we reasonably have, if we are to live sustainably? 

05 A: When I thought about Snowflake, I was more like, when I thought about score, it’s 

more like, are they satisfied with current housing or current electric system? That’s what I 

thought. But, maybe, apparently, we…  

06 B: We are thinking quite differently, so that’s good we have discussion. 

In conversation 1, it was observed that project team members had different foci of the project,  

while participants discussed how they were going to use a tool named Snowflake  (see appendix 

2) which some of them constructed last year in order to use in the workshop. They were going to 

use some “indicators” for the tool and they discuss the definition of indicators. In this 

conversation, it is observed that A and B think differently about what results they should gain 

after using Snowflake. It is seen that A is interested in knowing the workshop participants’ 

different opinions about social service (05). By contrast, B was focusing on measuring 

sustainability of social service (02, 04). Lastly, C was mainly concerned about how they will 

communicate this tool with actual stakeholders and how the stakeholders will think about the 

tools (03). All in all, they highlight different things. It was also shown that they realized that they 

have different perspectives (06) 

Conversation 2 

 06 F: How do we use the Snowflake? 

[...] 

07 C: One thing is to get them to understand each other about completely different views. 

That’s one thing. 

08 A: Yes, about transportation they have different views. They think, this people think, this 

problem is more important than the other people think. And the other people will think the 

other is more important. So, they make and they discuss each other about this, and then go 
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to the next step. Then, maybe they agree on one or two issues among transportation which 

is most important. Then we can go with… 

[...] 

09 B: I mean, for me the Snowflake I mean, initially when I thought about it first time, and 

also when I think about it right now it depends, it is also a mapping tool for the map, how 

the system map. What are the indicators which we would bring into that kind of map, so if 

we get five people together in a room, so they are supposed to draw lines between things. 

Then, what are the things that they need to draw line between? What are the important 

things they, we should bring into that. But, it’s based on, I mean, you can do that more or 

less thoroughly depending on what we wanna do with it. We could go out and research 

indicators for weeks or we can just map or use it to get a, to have a tool for the discussion 

in the room, so it doesn’t need to be true necessarily what they believe in, just need to be 

the, on the table, so it’s bases for the discussion from that discussion hopefully we will find 

couple of challenges that we can do innovations.. 

10 A: If it is based on the research, we don’t need every people, we only, I mean, few 

people just research and then they can draw, but it’s for the workshop that’s why… 

11 B: Yeah, and it’s for the challenge. I mean we want to have challenges that are, 

challenges that are actually also real. Not just challenge for M (one of municipal official 

they interviewed), but challenge for the municipality. 

[...] 

12 A: Yes, everyone, every participant will draw the line, and then they, I mean, related 

factors and indicators as well because everybody thinks differently. Ah…because someone 

thinks this one is related. Someone else think this one is not related. 

13 B: Ye, but that’s then, do you want to use it as frame of reference or reflection tool? Do 

you wanna pose or suggest that they might be related so they will see it is or it’s not. 

Otherwise, they will only find that they are very related. They won’t I mean the tendency 

are,…  

Conversation 2 also reveals the different interests and focuses of the project team members. In 

this conversation, they discussed how they are going to use Snowflake (see appendix 2). Once 

again, A and B did not agree with each other about the way to use Snowflake. From their 

previous conversations in the workshop (shown in conversation 1), A and B had already known 

that they have different views. In this conversation, A and C showed that they think the main 

function of Snowflake is to reveal each participant’s subjective perspectives and opinions (07, 

08). However, B was concerned with that the discussion using Snowflake might be too 

subjective and represents only project participants’ view, not the view of entire municipality (11). 
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B thinks that Snowflake should be used in order to analyze an objective situation of municipality 

based on research data (09, 11). Moreover, B’s statement implied that B prefers to use Snowflake 

as reflection tool rather than observation tool to look at different perspectives of 

stakeholders(11,13). Other people in the workshop were not so active which implies that they 

neither really know nor understand the usage of Snowflake. So, from this conversation we can 

conclude that main interest of A and C was to know different stakeholders’ perspectives and 

their common agreement, while B’s main concern is to make local stakeholders reflect upon the 

research data of current situations of municipalities regarding sustainable development and make 

them think about sustainable development issues that they had not consider before.  

Conversation 3 

14 A: Also they (referring to researchers who studied social learning) say it is important to 

make them open up because inside, they may have different problems and they have their 

own world view. If they don’t open up their world view, then, it’s not real discussion. They 

don’t really discuss what they mean and they maybe agree with each other without really 

agreeing, then it’s not really social learning. And they say, if we don’t really have social 

learning in this process, it’s really hard to have a common project or common action later. 

[...] 

15 D: So, what is the goal of workshop number one in Heby? Isn’t that we identify one 

challenge they all can agree on? Or is it something else? 

16 A: I wanted, for me, I want kind of opening up themselves and then, we learn, I mean 

they learn each other what other people think. 

17 F: To agree or not different level than just around one specific? 

18 D: Ye. But, I mean like one specific goal. Learning from each other is little too 

unspecific. If we communicate already from beginning, this workshop is here for you guys 

tonight or today, we are going to.. 

From conversation 3 it was revealed that A and D have different views about the aim of the 

workshop which indicates that they have different aims for the whole project. It was seen that 

one of the main foci of A is social learning so A tried to explain the important preconditions for 

social learning to the other participants (14). When A explained social learning A mentions that 

social learning is crucial for developing common actions or projects (14). This implies that A 

wants to develop project further from this project. On the other hand, D thinks that the workshop 

goal should be to agree on one specific challenge (57, 68). This indicates that D’s primary 

concern is the aim of the Resolve project which is officially written in project description which 

is to identify main innovative challenges rather than developing further projects for sustainable 

development.     
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5.2. Re-framing      

During the internal workshops, a number of changes in frames of reference were observed 

especially when they needed to decide something and they have disagreement over an issue. It 

was observed that re-framings were happened through a participant asking critical questions to 

others or making a point that others can reflect upon so that they might reassess their underlying        

assumptions.                                                            

Conversation  4 

19 C: And you? If you have? 

20 A: For me, I don’t have specific example but, for me that we have many different kinds 

of challenges in municipalities, but some challenges are rather easy to be owned by one, 

how to say, one area or one department, maybe. One challenge may be owned by almost 

all departments or many departments no one really is responsible for that challenges. So, 

maybe this challenge can be very good for innovation contest. 

21 B, E: yes 

22 A: Because in the innovation contest, we thought that many students from many 

departments can participate in. Maybe they can tackle this issue because this kind of issue 

is owned by many departments usually don’t go further because no one really take 

responsibilities. So, this can be very good for ours.. 

23 E: hmm. (agreement) 

24 B: One really cool, just one example, maybe it’s well implemented by us. We got the 

proposition by Uppsala municipality they are saying, what we have this solar paneled 

recycling bin in the city. They are technological miracles of that sort of report back when 

they are full and needed empty, stuff like that. And they are run by solar panel they are 

completely off grid in a sense, people are not using them, people don’t understand how to 

use them. People even don’t see them. So, it’s also a challenge of when we have this good 

solution, how do we implement that into the system? How do we make people understand 

and use them and So, we did some, A, I and another student just sat down for two hours 

and discuss how could we increase the usage just by changing how they look? And then 

found that if we incorporate this into something else I mean? Many of them are very close 

to where children are, so we should make it interesting for children something like that so, 

they are better used. 

25 C: So, could we set the label of maybe multi owned challenges? 

26 E: Yes, but also I like this because as I interpreted, it was like things are more or less 

ready. There’s no technological development, but it’s also they are out there but they are 
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not used. I think that kind of implementation step. I mean that could be very tasteful. It 

could go very quickly, very tasteful, it should work for students, and also if it could be 

rather cheap to implement in the end 

27 B, C: yes. 

28 E: So, that’s also nice for us to ask for. I mean like things efforts done when it comes to 

sustainability, but which has not given the result expected. And then why not? And then, 

could one do something? 

29 F: Feasibility studies… 

30 E: Yes. 

31 C: Is it again multi owned implementation? Processes? Is it again? One of the…? 

[...] 

32 C:But still could we put the label and start talking language for this?? Ahh? Is it? 

Could we use multi owned implementation problems?  

33 E: but it is drawback also. If one thing’s to happen, yes, it is a challenge just that it is 

multi owned that, I mean, you have different multi-stakeholders for one. Maybe one could 

catalyze things to happen. Someone to be project owner. Force them to be project owner. 

That could help a solution become true. But it’s a problem also that it is easier if we have a 

very specific problem owner because if you have this challenge. 

34 C: No, I am not talking about solution. I am talking about communication. If I go to 

Heby and say you know what we think what we are looking for? We don’t know but we 

think we are looking for multi owned implementation problems? 

[...] 

35 E: It’s good way because it’s um. But do you understand what I meant because some 

but the tricky thing is that when you have, let me have the pen. 

36 A: hahahaha (Laugh) 

37 C: I have 

38 E: Nonononono..!! (a bit upset!), When we have a problem here, when we have a lot of 

different stakeholders here, here is the problem, and then, we address this problem, and 

looking for this problem. And then we have an innovation contest maybe someone have the 

solution how to solve this. It becomes report. But, who is going to read this report? And, if 

you instead have one stakeholder, one problem and you write report for them. Then this 

report goes into the problem owner and something happens. So, when you have the 
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problem, stakeholder and talk about each other. Then you might also it is easier to 

something happen. When you have this with different stakeholders and you have a 

suggestion how to solve this. You must have some kind of broader project to continue. 

That’s just mine. Yes. I think this is one of the reasons why at the same time it’s more 

challenging for us. I mean it’s more risky that we end up with report and nothing happens 

[...] 

39 C: We have kind of a definition what we are looking for? and what would that be in 

Swedish? 

40 E: Or maybe that should be also in the challenge. In the challenge one should define 

different stakeholders and make an idea how to make them collaborate 

41 C: Här in svenska? 

42 A: If we only...E! I have a question. If we only do this way? What’s the difference then? 

Municipality they already work on themselves with many problems…  

43 C: the differences is that they don’t get anywhere 

44 A: For us because when we developed the Resolve process, that was one of the key 

issues that we want to tackle the issue that no one owned and because that... also that is 

very important for sustainable development. That’s why I mean...I know it is difficult, but 

maybe it is not impossible. 

45 E: No. especially it’s nice if one have, find something like this. Maybe we could show 

that clearly you should own. This problem should be owned here actually. 

46 A: Yes. 

47 E: Then. That’s nice. 

In conversation 4, the project team was discussing what type of challenges they should identify 

for the project. From this conversation, it was revealed again that project team members have 

different priorities and concerns. A wanted to deal with problems that involve multiple 

stakeholders because those problems are not often dealt with or solved because no one is really 

taking responsibilities. However, E didn’t want to focus on problems involving multi 

stakeholders because of the same reasons A suggested that commonly owned problem is very 

difficult to tackle. From this disagreement, we can assume that A was more concerned about 

solving the issues which is difficult to deal with because solving difficult issue will make a 

difference. On the other hand, E’s main concerns were practicalities. He or she would like to 

have implementation problems because they can be cheap, easy to apply, and more likely to be 

happened. In the end of transcription, E changed his view when A pointed out that multi 
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stakeholder project can be practically possible. Again, in this conversation, C focused mostly on 

how to communicate with municipalities. C was mainly concerned about the term they are going 

to use and keep questioning to others about them (25, 31, 32, 34, 39, 41).  

 

5.3. Cognitive knowledge 

It was revealed that participants acquired cognitive knowledge from each other through the 

internal workshops. They gained a lot of procedural knowledge when they invited an expert in 

the area of social learning in one of the internal workshops. The expert has a lot of experiences 

running similar kinds of projects where multiple stakeholders gathered and worked on the same 

issues. Thus, the expert gave a presentation about the concept of social learning and his 

experiences. After the presentations, participants asked a number of questions about the concept 

of social learning and procedures about running such projects efficiently. Following conversation 

5 is the example of acquiring procedural knowledge. 

Conversation 5 

48 F: Because we don’t want them to go in with their own, this is my own important area 

to defend it, we need them to understand what is the most challenges, not that your own 

challenges you go in with. How do you not to make it happen so that they don’t defend 

their own agenda or their own projects?  

49 A: I wonder, too. 

50 N: Then I guess the social learning approaches tend to be based on try to help 

stakeholders to uncover what grounds they have in their particular perspective. So, you 

might need to work with groups of stakeholders first to help uncover what the grounds are 

and what the sort of knowledge systems are. Or whether…shape that particular 

perspectives that they have so that can be revealed to the other stakeholders in the 

workshop setting.So often we tend not to have that workshop where the all stakeholders 

coming together to..once a little bit of time with individual stakeholder groups. Helping 

them tease out what the grounds are. And then give them a chance to then motivate their 

world view they have with a presentation I can give one more grounds while they have 

world view. But Sometimes with the process doing that, stakeholders, they have changed 

their world view. Because they see that their grounds are a little bit flawed. There was not 

really bases for having that perspective so then becomes a little bit More complex. But, um. 

that is how the social learning process. I think I showed an example of this action learning 

cycle with use in a way to design meetings as well so that as a ways to helping 

stakeholders move through learning cycle with critics so returns to their worldviews well. 

Should I keep their world views? Or Reject? or Change it? three time. and you can do that 

with individual level with individual stakeholder or multiple groups of stakeholders but I 
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wouldn’t suggest you to do that to begin with. You might have to do it more with individual 

stakeholder level first. Which is a bit like what you were doing. Wasn’t it? Each commun. 

But I can imagine Potentinally after you work with all three communes. But the 

administrative boundary is not defined properly while they have different perspectives with 

different worldviews. So they may well be stakeholders within two or three communes with 

similar perspectives. in a sense.  So design by municipality workshops I sort of question a 

bit. I would rather design it around groups of stakeholders with similar views. And bring 

those stakeholders together three workshops with group of stakeholders similar views.  

51 A: ahha, later you mean? 

52 N: No, the first three workshops you have. You don’t design by communes but design by 

perspectives. 

53 A: Ahha. 

54 E: I think that if we are going to do. We should do step wise. We have three different 

persons from Heby. And then there will be more so maybe we should try. It depends how 

many we are... here we have different stakeholders. That would be very interesting. We see 

that group of stakeholders and that and that. So three different kinds of stakeholders and 

then we see that when we do the Knivsta. We could bring them together, there point of view. 

that would.. Then we have a question of time. That would be really interesting. This is still 

rather on surface. You can have three workshops.  

In conversation 5, F asked N about the way to keep participants from arguing with each other 

about their main work because the project team was going to find out few main challenges from 

municipalities and they might run into conflicts among participants. Regarding this questions, N 

told the project team to uncover participants’ worldviews and make participants to reflect on 

their world views. Moreover, N suggested two solutions: One, having more time with individual 

stakeholders before they gather different stakeholders; and two, having workshops based on 

perspective rather than based on local boundary. The suggestions are mainly about the 

procedural knowledge and it can be concluded that the knowledge was shared from a person who 

has different knowledge from the others. 

Conversation 6 

55 E: And he was very much into this effect power. 

56 C: Ye...effect power (wondering)? 

57 A: What does it mean effect power? 

58 C: Ye, what does that mean? I didn’t want to ask… 
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59 E: Effect means that’s how much energy using right now. 

60 A: effect power. What do you mean we use a lot of energy or? What is the point? 

61 C: Is it volt? Watt? Ampere which is.. 

62 E: That’s the power, P.…so p is watt 

63 A: But, what is the point of? 

64 E: The point is that if we have a system, which needs 

65 C: And, what do we selling today? 

66 E: wait…I mean you can write like this also. This is the energy (scribbling on the white 

board). And this amount of energy is going now that’s the power. How much water can you 

for one second, you can make it so big. Then you have a lot of water, Enormous of amount 

of power…  

67 A: Yes, 

68 E: You can make it small. Then you have this much. But the problem is that if you for 

certain area, one hour each year, you need this much power, then means you must 

construct system so you can deliver this power and that is very very expensive. 

69 A: Aha, 

70 C: Ah, that’s two different problems. That’s fine. That is one problem. It’s the sizing.  

71 E: Yeah 

72 C: But this is invoice and understanding. 

73 E: Ah, Yeah…you mean as he mentioned that it’s cheaper sometime.  Yes, because what 

he tries to do is that when you look into the power all the time, time as mentioned. Seven 

o’clock in the morning for example, because everyone wants to shower, use toaster for 

their bread and then people go to work and then consume energy outside industry 

something like that then reduced a little bit and then coming back and start the laundry 

machine stuff like that and then it goes down around 19. Because what they have done was 

that it’s much cheaper to use their washing machine after  

74 A: Seven 

75 E: Seven o’clock in the evening because then they know the general power consumption 

in that area is decreased 

76 C:Aha. That’s the third one. That’s the energy packing 
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77 E: Yeah yeah. What he wants to do is he wants people to change their behavior so they 

move, use. So, this invoice becomes cheaper when you use the energy when you look at the 

pattern and you tried to move person’s using electricity from this time to that time. 

78 A: Is it possible? 

79 E: so, using money because it’s much cheaper. DO they charge different cost for?  

80 A: for the company right? It’s much cheaper for the company? I mean do they charge 

different costs each hour? 

81 D: cell phone as well for some if you do your conversation after seven o’clock in the 

evening and then in the night and the weekends. 

82 A; in the phone you mean. 

83 D: Yes 

84 A: we do that in Korea, too. But, in Sweden as well? 

85 D: In Sweden as well? Yes. Some contracts have that. 

86 A: How about electricity, is it same in Sweden? Do they charge different cost for each 

hour? 

87 E: No… Heby has that but.. 

88 A: I don’t think so 

89 E: Heby has that. Maybe that’s not what he meant. I think he meant something else? 

90 C: I think he was talking about something else. They are charging today for Kilo watt?... 

91E: they are charging for kilo watt hours. They are charging for the energy. 

92 C: Yeah. He was talking about charging then in another way. So they would understand 

that 

93 E: I think it was the reason that if you are up here (pointing), if you use one kilo watt 

hour here. 

94 C: Ah that’s what he meant 

95 E: that’s the 1kr…if you move here it will cost only 0.5 kr 

96 A: but is it? They don’t charge that way now, right?  

97 E: No, 
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98 A: they charge same cost? Can they just change it? Is it difficult? 

99 C: no he was talking about some kind of this inside the home? 

100 E: yes  

101C: So, people would know where on that scale they are 

102 E: but they have it now. But they are smaller producing company 

103 A: they are doing this way right now.  

104 E: Yes, 

105 A: Aha… 

106 D: Do they have their own energy company there? 

107 E: yes 

108 E: so the way normally when you pay the electricity you pay partly for using the net, 

you pay partly for the energy and I think using the net is for free after seven. The energy 

still you have to pay for. But the net costs were removed after. 

109 A: aha.  

In conversation 6, the project team members were discussing “effect power” which was 

mentioned by one of the local stakeholders during an interview. Three of them went to interview 

and only one of them knew what the effect power is. So, the other two ask him to explain. It 

shows that knowledge can be transferred from a person who has more knowledge in certain area 

to other people who didn’t have knowledge. 

 

5.4. Mutual agreements and common understanding 

Throughout the internal workshops, a number of decisions were made regarding the design of the 

Resolve project. Table 6 presents the initial and reframed decisions made in the workshop and 

also what were observed later on. It was observed that some of the decisions were reframed over 

the discussions while others were reframed due to observation of participants from the Resolve 

project. Interestingly, it was observed that not every decision was implemented in the project. 

The following transcribed conversations will demonstrate how these decisions were made and 

reframed. 
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Table 5 Decisions, reframed decisions made from internal workshops regarding the implementation in the 

project 

  Initial decision 

Reframed 

decision 

What happened in 

realized project 

Participants Municipal officials only 

Multiple 

stakeholders   

The number 

of workshop 

No workshop, One for each 

municipality, one final workshop 

gathering three municipality 

More than one 

workshop for each 

municipality   

Workshop 

tools 

Snow flake, fuzzy map, matrix 

ranking 

Fuzzy map, matrix 

ranking Fuzzy map only 

Workshop 

order 

Workshop from small to big 

municipality     

Workshop 

theme 

Sustainable Heby in 10 years, most 

important challenges in each 

municipality, the main causes of 

the problems, consequences of 

problem, main stakeholders   

Most important 

challenges in each 

municipality, the 

main causes of the 

problems 

Type of 

challenges Not only technical 

Multi-owned 

implementation 

Challenges strongly 

addressed by 

participants 

A number 

of Interview 

questions     

The questions were 

not asked 

 

Conversation 7  

108 A: I wonder in this project, are we only involving municipal officials or are we going 

to involve other stakeholders as well? 

109 C: It could be companies within… 

110 A: Companies or citizens…or 

111 C: City owned company rather, 

112 A: Because when we discussed the Resovle project, we discussed to involve relevant 

stakeholders because municipality is not only owned by municipal officials 

113 E: No,, 

114 A: It is owned by everyone living there and that is the key point for the project. 
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115 E: hmm 

116 A: I think it is more difficult to involve more people but.. 

117 C: Trustworthy? 

118 A: Yes, and also people who involve here will learn more things and.. 

119 D: I could fix you meeting with Uppsalahem. 

120 E: I think if we have one meeting with Uppsala hem... that sounds like very good idea. 

Conversation 7 illustrates how the project team members decided to invite multi-stakeholders. 

Before this conversation, some of them intended to interview only municipal officials. However, 

A asked other participants whether they can invite broader range of stakeholders (108). This 

question made another participant, C, to answer that they can include stakeholders from 

companies. Moreover, when A argued that municipal officials cannot represent whole 

municipality (112), E agreed with the point (113). C supported also A’s contention by saying that 

including more stakeholders can be more trustworthy (117). D also supported A by stating that 

she or he can arrange the meeting with other municipal officials (120). 

Conversation 8  

121 B: Yes, that’s also the question; do we need to have sort of a little bit of narrow scope 

for looking for the challenges? Or looking for any challenges like elderly care, day care 

and city development and schooling? Do we care about everything or only few things e.g. 

city planning. 

122 A: Where to start is…. 

123 C: Shall we change strategies in terms of talking to small one first?  

124 A: Heby? 

125 C: Heby is easier...It’s like one person or two. They will know everything. Maybe that 

is the fast track. 

126 E: I think that’s rather good…we start like 

Conversation 8 demonstrates how the project team came up with an idea of holding workshops 

in order from smaller municipality to bigger municipality. This idea was brought up by C to the 

solution of deciding the scope of challenges because they had been unsure about the scope of 

challenges whether they will look into all areas of problems or specific areas of problems. Then, 

C suggested to look into small municipality first than they can get some insights of whether what 

areas they can focus on. 
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Conversation 9 

127 C: OK. I am not really convinced. 

128 A: About which point? You are not convinced? 

129 C: about the workshop because it’s, um, I think it’s the same people again. I don’t 

know if they cover…, what we want to cover…I am not sure.   

130 F: Just by interviews or doing a workshop directly instead of ? 

131 C: maybe the workshop directly could be a solution in a way. 

132 D: No, but isn’t it purpose of why we split it up first in the interview individually 

because we can understand that and then in a workshop. They meet together and then they 

can interact each other come up with problems and challenges they are concerning 

together? 

133 C: I am thinking if it’s a, wow, or is that complex in Heby?? Maybe it’s complex… 

134 A: I think, Heby is just 2000 less than knivsta? They are 13400 people. 

135 E: I think the big question is, if they have, do we believe or do we know that they have 

different perspectives? Because if they have different perspectives…Then it is interesting to 

first to have individual interviews, and then we have the workshops because in a workshop 

we can those different perspectives can meet, we can more or less have Snowflake and 

when you have sustainability, and then you can see that, ok, this person in a sustainability 

issue, think energy issue is most important but this one thought that this is not so important 

that one is not at all interesting because she thought that transportation is most for Heby. 

So… if we think or know..  

136 F: Can we have individual interviews, go home and draw the Snowflakes and if they 

are really different  

137 E: If we send, 

138 F: Then we call the workshop. We could book in advance and then, 

139 C: Yes… 

140 F: Depending on… 

141 A: But how come? I think of course they will be different. I mean among us we have 

different perspectives. 

142 C: No, I think we say the same thing all the time. 



38 

 

143 A: No, I don’t think so. 

144 B: Yes, We six are very different. 

145 A: Yes, I think we are very different. 

146 C: It’s because we are in the academia. 

147 A: I mean… 

148 C: We can’t agree upon anything. 

149 F: (laugh) 

150C: That’s the idea we have. 

151 A: I also think that Jenny and Mikael, They are not same either. Their perspectives 

were… 

152 C: No, it was very obvious. And it was very obvious from his body language that… 

153 E: But, I think your suggestion, F. Let’s have those interviews and then we can see. 

That’s also good for us to work with then. Can we see that if we actually have different 

perspectives among the persons we meet. Then it could be good idea to have workshop 

with them. And then they discuss the different perspectives. And then also, we could figure 

out that what is of most importance? I mean could we agree upon?? It’s just because they 

have different experiences OK…when you put it like this I also realize that it’s of most 

importance for sustainability. Or is it? They have the same…they are all… 

154 C: No, I wouldn’t think so. I would think that they could answer quite a lot from their 

perspectives concerning their job. 

155 E: It depends also on who are we going to meet? And also I mean, the reason why I 

think that their perspectives could be rather similar is because if they work together rather 

often, then they have discussions already and then they,, 

156 F: They have small offices, probably.. 

157 C:Yeah, maybe meet each other all the time so they don’t...maybe 

158 E: But, anyway the plan could be, first, separate interviews and then workshop if we 

realize that they have different perspectives but if we see that they are more or less say the 

same things, then why?? Why workshop?  

159 A: But still, workshop purpose is not only, I mean, workshop purpose is also to 

analyze more deeply about the challenges. 
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160 E: Ah… that’s true. So, you mean that workshop is then, we could present it in 

different ways, either we have real workshop when we are going to discuss different 

perspectives, or we have more or less as a presentation of analysis of what it was. 

161A: Because Snowflake is the first step of workshop, and we have 2-D fuzzy map, and 

then… 

162 E: Yes, that’s true, the fuzzy map… 

163 A: I mean, it’s whole workshop, so I think we need the workshop. 

164E: O.K. 

165 A: Because it’s not the end to get the first challenge. 

166 E: OK, let’s go for the workshop!  

Conversation 9 shows that how the project team reached mutual agreement to have a workshop 

for the project. It is revealed that C, E, and F did not think that having a workshop for the project 

is necessary. For example, C stated that C did not understand why they should have both 

workshop and interviews to identifying the challenges because they are going to meet the same 

people anyway. On that matter, E and F suggested that they can decide later whether they hold a 

workshop for Heby or not because they were not sure if Heby will be complex or not. However, 

A seemed to have a strong will to hold a workshop. Therefore, A rebuted C’s point of views by 

mentioning Heby has just 2000 less inhabitants than Knivsta municipality so that Heby can be as 

complex as Knivsta. In addition, A maintained two people from Uppsala municipality had very 

different perspectives when they had interviewed them so people from Heby municipality can 

have different perspectives, too. This made C change his opinion but not E and F. So, A tried to 

persuade with other points that the goal of workshop is not only to find out different perspectives 

but also analyze the problem deeper. So, E changed his opinion. 

Conversation 10 

167 E: Later on in the project, we might see that ok it will be good to arrange some 

workshops if we see that it is necessary.  

168 B: I am thinking in parallel about processes and things. An interesting thing we can 

try is we have process that are divided for each municipality that we are talking now, 

where there is an element of us gathering information but also an element of self-reflection, 

gathering people in the room and they can reflect upon challenges together as well, and 

looking into the three municipality. And then it will be quite interesting to bigger picture of 

whole county representatives of all three municipality come together and reflect together 

on how they look at the challenges that they have and if they are connected anyway. 
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169 A: You mean after the interview and workshop? 

[...] 

170 E: that would be like first three workshops and then gather final workshop where you 

have representatives from each municipality 

Conversation 10 shows how having a common workshop among three municipalities was 

decided. B suggested this idea and supported the idea by arguing that a common workshop will 

help them to see if problems in each municipality are connected or not. Regarding this issue, they 

didn’t disagree with each other and agreed with others very easily. 

Conversation 11 

171 A: How do you think that I mean you and me today we talked that maybe in the early 

of workshop we add question, what do you imagine sustainable Heby look like for you?, for 

each people? Because problems are really kind of negative things?  

172 E.F: umm (listening) 

173 A: If we ask, then they kind of, then they imagine just kind of positive things.  

174 F: Untapped opportunities 

175 A, E: Yes 

176 A: I mean, how do you think sustainable Heby look like? And then we also know that 

how do they think about sustainable development and also, it’s kind of opening up 

177 E: I like the idea. On the other hand it’s um,, it’s rather complicated question. 

178 D,F: Umm (agree) 

179 E: If you ask what is sustainable Heby? 

180 D,F: Umm (listning) 

181 E: It could also be that. That is too much.  

182 F: It could be whole day question. 

183 E: So maybe one could, I mean, I don’t know really, I mean one way is, as you say it’s 

opening up and having a positive mind. This is the goal. We would like to see Heby like 

this with no pollutions and cars driving with Labs and then stuffs like that. On the other 

hand in a group of it depends. It’s sad C is not here. 

184 A: C said we can have a Skype meeting sometime in this week, before Monday. 
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185 E: Because what you could to do. I think maybe if you, if C is standing and moderating 

their workshop. He could ask for things, ok guys, think of Heby 10years or 15 years from 

now and there, you have your sustainable Heby, Can you give me things which you would 

like to see in this? 

186 A: Yes, exactly. I mean you don’t have to think… 

187 E: It’s not so complicated. Then they hopefully will come up with things that a lot of 

green houses or solar cells or stuff like that. So it’s not that I don’t have to sit there and I 

mean immediately describe Heby as sustainable municipality 1f years from now instead of 

someone asking me, can I see something which I would like to see in the sustainable Heby. 

That’s maybe energy or solar cells? So, it’s energy company which is not producing 

energy but it’s just distributing energy. 

188 A: I am also thinking when we ask that question. Maybe it would be nice to have very 

big map of Heby and then they just point out. Maybe this area can be something..… 

189 E: That would be nice 

190 A: Ah, something like that. I was thinking and I don’t think it shouldn’t be, it doesn’t 

have to be very difficult or I mean just they say something they just come up. I don’t think it 

shouldn’t be very serious or when they talk about that. 

191 F: So, the goal with whole exercise is just get a positive mindset. 

192 A: Yes, only that part. 

193 F: Writing down, ok, they want this this and this. 

194 A: Ah...like just. It will be nice…something like that. 

195 F: More or less  

196 A: Casual 

197 E: Yes. Well, it could be nice if we could go swimming again in the lake which is not. I 

don’t know that’s the case. That’s also be something.  

198 A: Only just very, I mean, maybe 10 or15 minute of just making positive environment 

and creative mind..  

Conversation 11 is an example of how the project team decided one of the themes of the 

workshops. A suggested adding an exercise to ask participants to imagine sustainable Heby. 

Concerning this suggestion, E and F showed both positive and negative reactions. While they 

thought this exercise can be complicated, they agreed that it can bring a positive environment. 
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5.5. Summary 

In summary, the findings from the empirical investigation indicate that some learning content, 

outcomes and processes mentioned in the theoretical framework chapter were observed in the 

case study, while others were not observed. In figure 2 below, the dark gray area represents the 

findings observed in internal workshop transcriptions and the bright gray area represents the 

findings from observations which will be discussed in the discussion chapter in more detail 

First of all, participants revealed and realized that they don’t have the same understandings about 

the project goals. These different understandings led to disagreements and conflicts regarding the 

project design. In addition, it was found that different participants have different foci and 

interests when they have a discussion. For example, when they were discussing the way of using 

a tool, ‘ the Snowflake’, for a workshop, one participant focused on how they will explain the 

usage of the tool to stakeholders, while others concentrated on the aim of using the tool.  

Second, it was observed that participants acquired cognitive knowledge from each other since 

they have different educational backgrounds. In addition, they gained a lot of cognitive 

knowledge especially when they invited an expert in the area of social learning who had 

numerous experiences of running similar kinds of projects.  

Third, it was observed that participants made a number of decisions or reached mutual 

agreements by bringing up issues that they consider important in the internal workshops. Some 

of the decisions were reframed throughout the internal workshops, these reframings are usually 

done by some participant asking critical questions to others and thus bringing up new ideas with 

supporting reasons. However, it was observed that not every decision is implemented in the real 

project.  

Fourth, it was observed that participants have been building closer relationships between each 

other and work well together over time. This was observed by that the internal workshops were 

getting more and more structured over time and more decisions were made in a shorter time in 

the later stages. Moreover, they sound more comfortable over time and make more jokes in the 

later workshops than the earlier workshops. In the later workshops, they indicated that they start 

to understand each other’s strengths and weaknesses and complement each others’ weaknesses.  

Fifth, even though it was not revealed in the transcription, I personally experienced learning 

social skills from other participants especially from those who have more work experiences than 

me. I observed how other participants communicated, persuaded, and led the discussion and 

learned from them.  

Finally, some of the contents and outcomes mentioned in the theoretical framework chapter were 

not observed in this project: these are learning complexities and uncertainties, technical skills, 

ownership of common good and problems, collaborative actions and improved decision making. 
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Figure 2. Summary of findings 

Preconditions 

 Multiple sources of knowledge 

 Broad range of stakeholders 

 Egalitarian atmosphere 

 An Environment of trust 

 Facilitation and careful management  

 Provision of sufficient time 

What can be learned? 

 Cognitive knowledge 

 Systems thinking 

 One’s own and others’ 

interests, values and 

perspectives and underlying 

reasons 

 Technical and social skills 

Outcomes 

 Reframing 

 Better relationship among participants 

 Enhanced flexibility, improved decision-

making and management  

 Mutual agreements and common 

understanding 

 Ownership of common good and problems 

 Collective actions 

 

Processes 

 Iterative process of experimentation 

 Interaction 

 Sequence of incomprehension and 

conflicts  

 Reflection 

 Deliberation 
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6. Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings from the results and analysis chapter and the previous research 

discussed in the theoretical background and theoretical framework chapter will be linked. By 

doing so, the aim or this thesis will be revisited to advance the understanding of social learning 

processes and to offer a discussion of management and planning of social learning processes. 

 

6.1. What is learned and how is this learned? 

In the findings, observations were made of what is learned and what are the outcomes of social 

learning described in social learning theories in adaptive, collaborative, and adaptive co-

management methods. For example, this study has shown that participants reframed their 

decisions according to what they monitored together. When they ran the project, especially in 

internal workshops, they used a kind of iterative approach which includes: planning, taking 

action and monitoring and reflecting on the outcomes, and taking revised action. This process is 

well in line with the process described in adaptive management (Holling, 1978). This iterative 

process was suggested by one project team member who recognized management uncertainty 

and other participants agreed on that.  

Regarding the outcomes related to collaborative management, it was observed that cognitive 

knowledge and social skills were constituted in and through interaction. One plausible 

interpretation is that this was possible because participants had different educational 

backgrounds and work experiences. This is in agreement with the prior research which argued 

that multiple source of knowledge and broad range of stakeholders are necessary (Rist et al., 

2007, 2006; Schusler et al., 2003). Moreover, it was shown that participants revealed their own 

interests and perspectives and learned others’ frames of reference, which accords with outcomes 

described by Webler et al. (1995) and Styaert et al.(2007).  It was found that revealing of 

participants interests and values were activated especially when they needed to make a decision, 

this extends earlier views that reflection tools can encourage revealing participants’ perspectives. 

In this project, the decision-making played the role of reflection tool.  

Regarding adaptive co-management, it was found that reframing of personal opinions and 

common opinions were revealed. Reframing of personal perspectives was mainly done by one of 

the participants asking critical questions of others, or when participants had conflicts or 

disagreements. Revealing disagreement and asking critical questions seem to be encouraged by 

an egalitarian atmosphere and an environment of trust, which are mentioned as some of the main 

preconditions (Van Bommel et al., 2009). This happened despite some participants’ hierarchical 

positions. For example, one participant was an assistant professor and the other two participants 

his students, the relationship between professor and students seemed mostly equal because the 

students expressed disagreement and asked critical questions of a professor and he changed his 

opinions from that. This might be attributed to the relatively egalitarian culture between 
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professors and students in Sweden. Additionally, re-framing of common agreements also took 

place a number of times. In the beginning, the project team had planned and designed the project 

based on their assumptions about the nature of sustainability problems in each municipality. 

From February to May, they conducted a number of interviews and three workshops in which 

local municipalities took part. The observations from interviews and workshops changed the 

project team’s assumptions and this lead to changes in their agreement regarding project design 

made in the beginning of internal workshops.  

In addition, participants seemed to build better relationships and work more efficiently together 

over time. This also supports the learning outcome described in collaborative management 

(Tippett et al., 2005b). Especially regarding this outcome, providing sufficient time which was 

discussed as one of the main conditions for social learning by Collins et al. (2007) and Tippett et 

al. (2005b) seems to be the crucial factors.  

 

6.2. What’s not learned and why not? 

It was revealed that participants did not reach common understanding especially about the 

project goal. This is because this project has and official goal appointed by the funding agency 

Vinnova, however, some of them look further than the project goal while others consider the 

project official goal only. The main reason why they couldn’t reach common understanding can 

be attributed to lack of time (Tippett et al., 2005b), lack of facilitation, and lack of careful 

management of social learning processes (Mezirow, 1995).  

First of all, one of the participants kept bring up the issue of having a common goal but this 

wasn’t discussed well because other issues were prioritized. The project group had a tight 

schedule so that they discussed other urgent issues such as designing interview questions and 

workshops first, meaning that discussion of common goal did not started to happen until May. 

This shows that they didn’t carefully manage the learning process. One of the reasons is that no 

one was assigned as a facilitator of internal workshops. In addition, no one in this project has 

experiences in joining multi stakeholder designing processes. So, internal workshops were kind 

of arbitrary rather than well planned. Lastly, this project is still on-going and will be finished in 

the end of September 2014. Therefore, it might be possible that participants reach common 

agreement about the project goal and proceed with common action further 

Second, it was revealed that participants had different degrees of motivation about developing 

the project further. The main reason can be attributed to that this project was planned to short-

term project from February to September 2014. Whether the project can be developed further 

was very unsure and also participants participated in this project as part time, usually 30%. This 

made some participants to be responsible for developing project further. 
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Third, most participants in this project team seemed to have systems thinking already from the 

beginning of the project. They already understood the complexities and interrelations of different 

problems. For examples, they mentioned a lot about holistic and integrative thinking in the 

workshops in February.  

Fourth, since the project is on-going, it is difficult to conclude whether decision making and 

management process are improved or not. However, project team becomes more and more aware 

of the context of the Resolve project through interviews and workshops. Therefore, we can 

assume that decision making and management shall be improved in the end of the project. 

Lastly, it is not clearly observed whether collective actions will take place or not because the 

Resolve project is ongoing, but it was observed that discussion about collaborative actions 

started to take place in the last part of the internal workshop series. The interesting finding is that 

participants showed different degrees of interest about collective action. This can be explained 

by the fact that participants possess different degrees of ownership and willingness for 

engagement of the projects. In fact, Van Bommel et al.(2009) discussed that if participants have 

different degrees of willingness and capacity for engagement. These factors were assumed to 

hinder the social learning processes. Interestingly, the degree of ownership and willingness were 

different among participants from the beginning of the project and it seems it didn’t change so 

much throughout the process.   

 

6.3. Practical implications 

In the Resolve project, project team aims to identify main innovative challenges for sustainable 

development in three municipalities of Uppsala region. To this aim, six people who have 

different educational, vocational and cultural backgrounds in the project management team have 

been designing and running the project. While having internal workshops for designing the 

project, they have also run a number of interviews and workshops with local stakeholders. 

 

It was observed that project members became more and more aware of the similarities and 

differences of situations about three municipalities in regards to sustainable development through 

interviews and workshops. This corroborates the contentions from a number of researchers (Rist 

et al., 2007, 2006; Schusler et al., 2003) that providing multiple sources of knowledge is 

important for social learning to happen. Considering the wickedness of sustainability problems - 

that people do not know what kind of and how much information is necessary to understand and 

solve a problem (Rittel and Webber, 1973) - gathering information from diverse sources is 

crucial. In fact, project teams were very unsure in the beginning of the project to make any 

decision because they did not have enough knowledge about three municipalities and they didn’t 

know in what directions they should proceed with the project. However, the knowledge obtained 

from interviews and workshops with local stakeholders helped them to have insights of 
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orientation toward possible solutions. Moreover, this knowledge acquired from local 

stakeholders made the project team to reframe their decisions several times.  

 

One of the major findings from this thesis is that whenever project team members need to make a 

common decision, they tend to reveal their frame of reference. Their frames of reference 

emerged when showing disagreements to others opinions, and asking critical questions which 

made others reflect. It is assumed that the egalitarian relationships among project team members 

let them to ask critical questions to each other and show disagreements. This finding suggests 

that in order to reveal the frames of reference of different participants, we can let participants 

make a common decision among them in the discussion. However, an important thing is to make 

sure to have egalitarian atmosphere so that participants feel comfortable to show their 

disagreements and also to ask critical questions to others. 

 

Lastly, the findings imply that facilitation was missing in the internal workshops in terms of what 

kinds of mutual agreements and common understandings needed to be reached. In the Resolve 

project, no member has prior knowledge about social learning or has experiences of running 

multi-stakeholder projects. Therefore, the internal workshops were run quite arbitrarily, rather 

than being based on careful planning. This meant the project team had different opinions about 

the common aim of their project until the end of May. The project is still on-going, and it is still 

possible to reach common agreements on the aim of their project sooner or later. However, it 

seems more reasonable for them to have discussed the project aim in the beginning of their 

project. Therefore, this empirical finding suggests that managers or facilitators for social learning 

should know and decide what kinds of mutual agreements and common understandings should 

be made in the beginning a project and make sure to reach them. Otherwise, it will be impossible 

to take collective actions among participants. 
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7. Conclusion 

In this thesis, social learning process of adaptive, collaborative management and adaptive co-

management was explored. To this end, internal workshops where multi-stakeholders designed a 

Resolve project, i.e. a regional project in Sweden were studied through action research. It was 

found that social learning unfolded to some extent throughout the internal workshops.  

The present study extends existing knowledge of social learning process. First, one of most 

important findings from this study is that the goal of making a common decision among 

participants helps participants to reveal their perspectives and values. In other words, when they 

needed to make a joint decision, their disagreements and conflicts became apparent. Therefore, 

this finding can be applied in planning adaptive, collaborative and adaptive co-management. In 

regards to disagreement and conflicts, some of the disagreements and conflicts were resolved and 

others were not during internal workshop. This was done by some of the participants change 

their perspectives.  

Second, this study has found that asking critical and reflective questions played a crucial role in 

re-framing. This finding suggests that critical questions can be used as a tool for re-framing.  

Third, the results of this investigation show that it is of primary importance to decide what kinds 

of mutual agreements and common understandings are needed in the beginning of the project and 

the process of management should be facilitated accordingly. In this study, the project team 

failed to reach common agreement of project aim until the end of May. This is mainly because 

they did not prioritize discussing the aim of the project over other urgent issues at hand. In this 

project, moreover, the members of project team had different degree of motivations towards the 

project and sustainable development. This made it hard to reach common goal. Having a 

common goal is considered to be most important with regards to pursue common actions, but it 

is one of the more difficult outcomes to gain from social learning. Therefore, future research 

could look into the process of reaching a common goal, especially when participants have 

different degree of motivations towards the project. 

In addition, several questions remain unanswered at present regarding how we can create the 

preconditions for social learning. The findings of the current study support previous research 

arguing egalitarian atmosphere and provision of sufficient time are crucial preconditions for 

social learning. However, it is unknown how people can create egalitarian atmosphere or how we 

can define the sufficient time for social learning. A further study should be done to investigate 

the way to create an egalitarian atmosphere and how we can determine the amount of time 

needed to be spent for social learning to occur. Additionally, it was observed that project 

members in this study have built better relationships over time and cooperated better. However, 

how the process of building better relationship was not noticeably observed. Future studies on 

the current topic are therefore recommended. 
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Appendix 1 – Workshop outline developed from internal workshops 

Time Activity Material and responsibilities 

08:35-09:32 bus to Heby  

09:05-10:02 bus to Heby  

10:15- 10:40 Arranging the room, checking presentation and computers, preparing coffee 

and tea, Video and recorder settings, Name tags  

10:45-11:00 Participants arriving, Handing out name 

tags 

Attendance list,  

Name tag  

11:00- 11:15 Introduction of us and project (5min), 

presentation about sustainable 

development (10min) 

presentation  

fruit, coffee, tea and, chocolates  

11:15- 11:25 Introduction of participants  

   
11:25- 11:45 What is sustainable Heby for you? What 

do you want to see in 10 years? 

Big map of Heby, colorful pens, 

memo papers  

11:45- 12:00 How each challenge is related to each 

other? 

Fuzzy map with illustration 

12:00-12:40 What are three most important 

challenges in Heby and why do you 

think? 

matrix ranking  

   

12:40-12:50 Break  

   

12:50-13:15 What causes the problems (key drivers)? Lunch served  

Cause and consequence paper  

13:15-13:35 What are the consequences? Cause and consequence paper 

13:35-13:50 Who are going to be involved? Note taking  

   

13:50- 14:00 Sum up and taking a picture together Camera Summary  
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Appendix 3 – Snowflake  

 Pre-study Analysis Visualization Prototyping 

futures 

Decision 

point 

 Plan 

&action 

Assessment  

Tool Snow flake 2D-mapping Creative 

drawing 

3D-mapping Snow flake 

and narrative 

PDCA, Snap 

action 

Assessment 

tool  

Aim  To identify 

specific 

needs/ 

symptoms 

from clients’ 

point of view 

regarding 

sustainable 

development 

 

 To consider 

diverse 

sustainability 

aspects/indica

tors  of the 

symptoms 

 

 To identify 

potential 

project 

partners 

 

 To identify 

on-going 

activities 

 To 

analyze 

the 

current 

status of 

the region 

 

 To 

analyze 

the 

relationshi

p between 

indicators  

 

 To 

identify 

key 

problems 

and 

opportunit

ies 

 To imagine 

different 

desirable 

futures 

 

 To build a 

common 

vision/goal  

of 

sustainable 

development 

among 

participants 

 

 To come up 

with 

possible 

actions 

which 

participants 

can take in 

order to 

create the 

future we 

want 

 To 

operate 

and 

prototype 

different 

actions in 

different 

time by 

different 

people 

 

 

 To 

decide 

actions, 

time, 

and 

main 

responsi

ble 

people 

 To plan 

how to 

take 

action and 

implemen

t the plan 

 

 To 

consider 

the 

feasibility 

of the 

action 

into 

current 

system 

and 

activities 

 To assess 

the plan and 

action as 

well as 

revise the 

plan 

Learning 

Outcome 

 To understand 

different 

sustainable 

aspects of the 

problems 

 To learn 

different 

stakeholders’ 

perspectives 

 To get 

holistic 

view 

over the 

problems 

 To 

understa

nd 

complexi

ties 

 

 To learn 

creativity 

 To 

understand 

each other’s 

vision 

about 

sustainable 

developme

nt 

 To 

understan

d 

complexit

ies 

 

  To learn 

practical 

challenge

s of 

implemen

ting plans 

 To 

develop  

capacities 

for 

sustainabl

e 

developm

ent  

 

 


