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Wicked Problems, Knowledge Challenges, and Collaborative
Capacity Builders in Network Settings

Networks have assumed a place of prominence in the
literature on public and private governing structures.
The many positive attributes of networks are often
featured—the capacity to solve problems, govern shared
resources, create learning opportunities, and address
shared goals—and a literature focused on the challenges
networks pose for managers seeking to realize these net-
work attributes is developing. The authors share an inter-
est in understanding the potential of networks to govern
complex public, or “wicked,” problems. A fundamental
challenge to effectively managing any public problem in
a networked setting is the transfer, receipt and integra-
tion of knowledge across participants. When knowledge is
viewed pragmatically, the challenge is particularly acute.
This perspective, the authors argue, presents a challenge
to the network literature to consider the mind-set of the
managers—or collaborative capacity-builders—who are
working to achieve solutions to wicked problems. This
mind-set guides network managers as they apply their
skills, strategies, and tools in order to foster the transfer,
receipt, and integration of knowledge across the net-
work and, ultimately, to build long-term collaborative
problem-solving capacity.

etworks have assumed a place of prominence
in the literature on public and private gov-
erning structures, grad-

zational arrangement between two government agen-
cies or a complex combination of organizations,
groups, and individuals from a variety of sectors.
Network analysis focuses on the structure of those
relationships, the implications for behavior and per-
formance, and ways to measure collaborative capacity
(Milward and Provan 1998; Podolny and Page 1998;
Provan and Milward 2001; Weber, Lovrich, and
Gaffney 2005). Networks may evolve gradually to
govern a shared resource or evolve to deal with
impending problems (Gerberding 2004; Ostrom
1990); they may be initiated by mandate or regulatory
requirement (Hall and O Toole 2000, 2004; Weber
1998; Weber and Khademian 1997), or they may be
“crafted” by entrepreneurial managers to accomplish
resource sharing and enhance program performance

(Bardach 1998).

Networks are understood to demonstrate several
desirable characteristics for accomplishing complex
tasks. They are considered to be flexible, efficient, and
innovative organizing hybrids that enable partici-
pants to accomplish something collectively that could
not be accomplished individually (Powell 1998).
Networks have the potential to create value (Biichel
and Raub 2002) and to accumulate the vital re-
sources and power (Pfeffer and

ually nudging hierarchies and
markets as the foremost means to
organize to address complex
problems, share scarce resources,
and achieve collective goals
(Kickert, Klijn, and Koppenjan
1997; Peters 2001; Podolny and
Page 1998; Powell, Kopet, and
Smith-Doerr 1996). Just what

constitutes a network and how a

Networks are examined as an
alternative to the limitations of
hierarchical and fragmented
administrative systems in public
policy development and delivery
and as a more democratic means
of developing public policy.

Salancik 1978) needed to carry
out shared tasks and missions.
Networks can coordinate and
safeguard exchanges among
firms in market settings (Jones,
Hesterly, and Borgatti 1997),
and when performance rests on
the capacity to transmit infor-
mation across a wide range of

network comes to be a network

rests within liberal definitional boundaries. In very
broad terms, networks are defined by the enduring
exchange relations established between organizations,
individuals, and groups. As Hall and O’Toole (2004)

note, these relationships may be a simple interorgani-
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participants and the capacity for
learning to take place among
participants, networks are viewed as a positive alter-
native to other implementing structures (Buskens
and Yamaguchi 2005; Markle Foundation 2003;
Powell, Kopet, and Smith-Doerr 1996). Networks are
examined as an alternative to the limitations of
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hierarchical and fragmented administrative systems
in public policy development and delivery (Jennings
and Ewalt 1998; Milward and Provan 1998; Powell
1990; Provan and Milward 1995) and as a more demo-
cratic means of developing public policy (Kenis and
Raab 2003; Scharpf 1999). With these vast possibilities
for performance, a growing literature examines the
challenges facing public managers to support and uti-
lize networks for accomplishing public goals (Bardach
1998, 2001; Klijn and Koppenjan 2000; Meier and
O’Toole 2003; O’Toole 1997; Roberts 2000, 2002b).

We share an interest in understanding the potential of
networks to address complex public problems. In this
paper, we first examine the dimensions of “wicked”
public problems and the challenges facing managers
in building and sustaining networks to address these
problems (Churchman 1967; O’Toole 1997; Rittel
and Webber 1973; Roberts 1997, 2000, 2002b). In
their study of dark networks, Raab and Milward
(2003) identify variation in the dimensions of net-
works given the primary task or goal of the network,
or the problem that is to be addressed. We see some-
thing distinctive in the nature of wicked problems and
the networks that develop to address them.

Second, the distinction that we see is the challenge
associated with knowledge sharing among diverse par-
ticipants in order to achieve network effectiveness in a
wicked problem setting. We define effectiveness as col-
laborative capacity (i.e., long- and short-term problem-
solving capacity), improved policy petformance, and the

maintenance of accountability for public action. Knowl-
edge sharing and integration are key to building collab-
orative capacity, and we draw on studies that examine
knowledge as inseparable from the practices of partici-
pants to explore this challenge. We focus on efforts to
send knowledge to other network participants, to ensure
the receipt or comprehension of that knowledge, and to
integrate knowledge in order to create a usable new
knowledge base for effective problem solving. These
tasks are particularly acute for networks built around
wicked problems, where the differences between partici-
pants are deep and the barriers to knowledge transfer,
receipt, and integration are distinct.!

Third, given the knowledge challenge in wicked prob-
lem settings, we suggest pushing the network litera-
ture to consider the less visible dimensions of network
effectiveness within the context of management. Our

“ previous observations of public managers working in

networked, wicked problem settings (Khademian
2002; Weber 1998, 2003; Weber and Khademian
1997; Weber, Lovrich, and Gaffney 2005; Weber,
Lovrich, and Nice 2000) point to the importance of a
“collaborative capacity builder” who does not make
choices about whether, when, and how to use analyrtic
tools, management strategies, network structure, and
managerial skills in a vacuum. Rather, we examine the
mind-set, or the set of commitments that can facilitate
his or her efforts to ensure that knowledge can be
sent, received, and integrated as part of a broader
effort to build and sustain collaborative capacity for
addressing a wicked problem (see figure 1).2
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Figure 1

Collaborative Capacity Building for Wicked Problems
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Wicked Problems and Management
Challenges

“Wicked problems” are a hot topic within public
administration and policy research circles, and for
good reason. As early as 1967, scholars and practitio-
ners from different disciplines recognized that the
dynamic complexity of many public problems defies
the confines of established “stovepiped” systems of
problem definijtion, administration, and resolution
(Churchman 1967; Rittel and Webber 1973; Roberts
1997, 2000, 2002b). In the past two decades, this
clash between wicked problems and traditional problem-
solving systems has produced a need for institutions
and public managers capable of working across the
many agencies, organizations, and members of the
public needed to build wicked problem-solving capac-
ity (Kettl 2002; O’Toole 1997; Roberts 2002b). The
distinctive characteristics of wicked problems high-
light why networks are likely to be better suited to
wicked problem management than a traditional stove-
piped approach, but they also pose a series of chal-
lenges for building collaborative capacity in a network
setting (see the first two columns in table 1).

First, wicked problems are unstructured. This means
that causes and effects are extremely difficult to iden-
tify and model, thus adding complexity and uncer-
tainty and engendering a high degree of conflict
because there is little consensus on the problem or the
solution (Roberts 2000). In addition, the unstruc-
tured character makes for a fluid, continuous decision
process. “Each attempt at creating a solution” write

Rittel and Webber (1973), “changes the understand-
ing of the problem.” Put differently, the “targets” of
decisions constantly “morph and move.”

Second, the wicked problem space comprises mul-
tiple, overlapping, interconnected subsets of problems
that cut across multiple policy domains and levels of
government. Wicked problems, in other words, cut
across hierarchy and authority structures within and
between organizations and across policy domains,
political and administrative jurisdictions, and political
“group” interests (see table 1). The cross-cutting char-
acteristic means that wicked problems are inescapably
connected to other problems, such as environmental
preservation and economic development (Weber
1998, 2003), engage conflicting values, such as home-
land security and privacy protection (Khademian
2005), and generate high degrees of uncertainty (Van
Bueren, Klijn, and Koppenjan 2003; Mason and
Mitroff 1973). The social and political complexity
associated with such problems can be overwhelming.
Participants or stakeholders in the problem are
numerous, with a variety of worldviews, political
agendas, educational and professional backgrounds,
programmatic responsibilities, and cultural traditions.
And the participants come and go depending on the
way in which a wicked problem affects individuals,
organizations, or groups of people at any given point
in time.

Finally, wicked problems are relentless. The problems
are not going to be solved once and for all despite all

Table 1 Dimensions of Wicked Problems, the Conditions Facing Managers, and Consequent Knowledge Challenges

Conditions facing Managers in Network

Dimensions

Settings

Precise causes and effects difficult to identify
so icipated q es of policy
actions (the multiple ripple effect)
increasingly likely

High informational demands

Problem-solving process is fluid, each
solution changes understanding of problem -
targets “morph and move”

Little, if any, consensus regarding problem
definition or identification or solutions

Knowledge
Challenges

=T=>> .« The need to draw on

broad knowledge bases
from the technical to the
local from within the
network and without

Multiple stakeholders

Diverse perspectives

High degree of interdepend Y g
stakeholders

Many trade-offs among competing values;
high conflict potential

Increased political and social complexity
Informal, socially embedded, and diverse
sources of knowledge take on added
importance

* Must develop usable new
knowledge applicable to
==>lhe wicked problem

* Shared knowledge as the
premise for cooperation,
not command and control

« Continuous transfer,
receipt and integration of
knowledge for long-term

No finish line, cannot be solved “once and for e===> problem solving capacity

all”
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the best intentions and resources directed at the prob-
lem, and efforts to solve the wicked problem will have
consequences for other policy arenas as well. Similar
to a stone dropped in the water, the ripples spread
rapidly to have an impact other issue areas. Habitat
restoration associated with endangered species, for
example, will have repercussions for hunting and
fishing practices, for the balance and variety of plants
and species, and for development and farming. Efforts
to prevent, prepare for, and respond to terrorism will
have repercussions for disaster response, for privacy,
for the hiring and training and equipping of first
responders across the country, for the way states orga-
nize their emergency response abilities, and for the
money flowing to high tech industries associated with
security and surveillance, to name a few. Rebuilding
broken urban neighborhoods, reforming public edu-
cation, creating and maintaining environmentally
sustainable communities, reducing drug abuse, reduc-
ing teenage pregnancy, addressing non-point source
pollution (e.g., urban storm water runoff), and ecosys-
tem and watershed management are also examples of
problems that are difficult to define, with vertical and
horizontal cross-cutting dimensions, multiple stake-
holders, close connectedness with other problems,
trade-offs between values, and a relentless quality.

Given these dimensions of wicked problems, scholars
have argued that the effective management of such
problems involves a combination of multiple special-
ized “functions” rooted in traditional bureaucracies
(Hudson 2004; Kettl 2002, 2003, 2004), of different
policy arenas and sectors (Agranoff 2003; Agranoff
and McGuire 1998, 2003; O Toole 1997), of the
concerns of members of the public with experts and
elected officials (Feldman and Khademian 2005), and
of diverse resources across the network (Brenner,
Reinicke, and Witte 2004; O’Leary et al. 1999).> Yet
key to any combination of functions, policy areas,
resources, and concerns is the effective transfer, re-
ceipt, and integration of knowledge across participants
in a network. For wicked problems that are unstruc-
tured, cross-cutting, and relentless, this challenge is
particularly acute. Any effort to effectively manage a
wicked problem will require efforts to draw on a
broad range of knowledge, to develop a new base of
knowledge to address the complexities of the wicked
problem and to serve as a premise for cooperation,
and the effort to transfer, receive, and integrate
knowledge will be an ongoing effort as the wicked
problem takes on different dimensions and partici-
pants in the management effort change (see the
outside column of table 1).

We examine the challenge by focusing on knowledge in
a network setting through a pragmatic lens. By a prag-
matic approach, we mean the investigation of practice-
based knowledge in networks and the practical
lessons that can be derived from that understanding

for building collaborative capacity. It is the focus on
knowledge as intricately connected with practice, and
knowledge as distinct from information, that distin-
guishes this work from other efforts to focus on the
transfer, receipt, and integration of information in
networks. Our discussion of “knowledge in networks”
begins with a focus on the term “information” and
the technical rather than the pragmatic dimensions of
the term.

Knowledge in Networks

Networks, it is argued, have “distinct efficiency advan-
tages not possessed by pure markets or pure hierar-
chies” (Podolny and Page 1998). One such advantage
identified in the literature is the transfer of informa-
tion across a network through the channels or rela-
tionships that connect participants (Hamel 1991;
Root 2003). Research explores how this transfer of
information takes place and the advantages of the
transfer for individual participants (organizations) and
for the network as a whole. In some instances, the
focus is on technology as a means of transferring
information among participants (Schau, Smith, and
Schau 2005); the sharing of information across a
network, in other words, could be as basic as provid-
ing the technical capacity to do so. Others focus on
the speed or flow of information diffusion. The
emphasis is on the structural dimensions of networks,
such as the density of the network, the degree of cen-
tralization, and the number of “bridges” within a
network, as well as the geographic propinquity of
network members (Buskens and Yamaguchi 1999;
Owen-Smith and Powell 2005). Others focus on the
need for network managers to be skilled at facilitating
and prompting communication across organizational
or group boundaries (Tushman and Scanlan 1981)
and the evolution of rules or norms that might guide
or inhibit the sharing of information within a network
(Gargiulo and Benassi 2000). Still others focus on the
common interests, training, or background that mem-
bers of a network may have to facilitate the transfer

and sharing of information (Biichel and Raub 2002).

The emphasis on common interest, background, or
training begins to focus our attention on the dimen-
sions of information sharing that we view as critical to
developing network capacities focused on wicked
problems. When participants in a network have a
common focus or set of experiences, they may share a
common lens or framework for interpreting and using
the information that is passed throughout. Yet wicked
problem-based network settings involve highly diverse
participants, so the information flowing through the
network is likely to have different meanings, different
uses, and different values for the individuals and
groups receiving and using it. Consider, for example,
participants with a shared interest in renewing an
urban area, loosely linked by occasional meetings and
forums around the general problem of renewal.

Wicked Problems, Knowledge Challenges, and Collaborative Capacity

This content downloaded from 128.189.187.114 on Sun, 02 Aug 2015 02:44:06 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

337


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

A cluster of landscape architects working on the re-
newal problem may have information on existing and
potential green spaces in the urban area, horticultural
variation, pedestrian and motor vehicle traffic, and
property values that is valuable for the architects who
are trying to plan and utilize the spaces of the city. The
immediate relevance of this information for a resident,
on the other hand, may be significantly less. The infor-
mation that the resident values most could be the
stories collected and told among other residents about
the difficulties in finding work, the scarcity of stores
selling fresh produce, traffic patterns near a school,
graffiti on the buildings, and the recent wave of crime
in a neighborhood. The relevance of any and all infor-
mation will depend not only on the experience and
expertise participants bring to the network but also on
the various interpretations of the problem of renewal
and the understandings among participants of what
renewal might accomplish. Environmentalists, elected
officials, developers, and government agencies with a
stake in the renewal of the city will all bring different
experience with and expertise in the problem of re-
newal, different expectations for what renewal might
accomplish, and hence different understandings of
what information will be valuable for addressing the
problem. The analogy could extend to any type of
network setting.

The variance in value assigned by different partici-
pants to particular information in a network has two
implications for the way we think about information
in a network and about the capacity of a network to
use information to solve wicked problems. First,
there is a fundamental difference between informa-
tion and knowledge. Knowledge, we argue, is so-
cially mediated information (Berger and Luckmann
1967). Societies, communities, groups, professions,
and neighborhoods develop forms of discourse that
frame and give meaning to the information that is
brought in. Knowledge, in this view, cannot be
separated from the application, use, and develop-
ment of information (Lave and Wenger 1991;
Nicolini, Gherardi, and Yanow 2003). Each set of
participants—residents of a community, elected
officials, interest groups, experts, entrepreneurs—
does not bring “information” to the network about
the problem; rather, these participants know the
problem and perceive possible solutions through
their engagement with the problem. Each has expe-
rienced, perhaps analyzed, discussed, and interpreted
the dimensions of the wicked problem through
specific lenses, or communities of discourse, and
these diverse lenses of experience create formidable
barriers. The challenge is to find ways in which this
knowledge can be distributed across participants,
received (or accepted) among participants, and inte-
grated to form a base of knowledge that can be used
by the network to address the wicked problem (Feldman
and Khademian 2005).
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Second, we argue that the knowledge associated with
each participant’s practices poses critical challenges for
managers attempts to convince participants to send
or share their distinctive knowledge, receive the
knowledge of others in the network, and integrate
network knowledge into the kind of unified, practical,
and useful knowledge base necessary for achieving
effective collaborative problem-solving capacity for
wicked problems. In short, failure to recognize and
make allowances for these socially constructed sources
of knowledge will necessarily hamper the problem-
solving effectiveness of networks. We build on the
work of Paul Carlile (2002) and James Scott (1998),
among others, to tie the challenges associated with
network knowledge to not only the skills and compe-
tencies of a manager as collaborative capacity builder
but also to the importance of a mind-set that becomes
a critical component of effective collaborative problem-
solving capacity when the context involves a wicked
problem.

Conceptualizing Knowledge: Sending,
Receiving, and Integrating

The growing literature on knowledge and knowledge
transfer can be viewed in three ways. The first and
most traditional approach grows out of a view of
knowledge as distinct from practice. Nicolini,
Gherardi, and Yanow describe this approach to knowl-
edge as “[t]he conceptualization of knowledge as an
object instead of a process—that is, as a mental sub-
stance mainly located in individual minds and mani-
fested in written texts, representations, and routinized
behaviors” (2003, 6). From this perspective, knowl-
edge is a thing or object that can be captured, stored,
transferred, and managed. Prominent in this view of
knowledge and knowledge transfer is reference to
knowledge as an “asset” with value for an organiza-
tion, or a form of intellectual capital (Nahapiet and
Ghoshal 1998). The emphasis is on the “creation,
codification, and capture” of knowledge, and the
management goal is to find ways to transfer or share
that knowledge and to utilize the intellectual capital

to grow, enhance, and sustain an organization (Ladd
and Ward 2002).

In his study of knowledge transfer across organiza-
tional boundaries, Carlile (2002) refers to this first
conceptualization of knowledge and knowledge trans-
fer as “syntactic.” This has two dimensions. First, in
order to process information among participants in a
network or organization, boundaries are viewed as
surmountable through a common language or a
compatible means of transfer. A common language,
common code, computer capability, common set of
training guidelines and procedures, and so on, will
facilitate the transfer of knowledge. For example, the
widespread distribution of the policies of an organiza-
tion, the strategic plans of organizational divisions, or
standardized training manuals could be viewed as
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syntactic efforts to transfer of knowledge across an
organization. Similarly, the search for standard mecha-
nisms for communication among firefighters, police,
and public health officials in the arena of homeland
security or the development of compatible computer
systems within and across agencies can be viewed as a
syntactic approach to the transfer of knowledge.

This approach to knowledge and knowledge transfer is
the predominant approach in the network literature.
The emphasis is on sending information, or finding
ways to standardize or make compatible methods of
communication to facilitate the transfer of knowledge
from one participant or organization to the next and
to identify the barriers that slow this process or the
structural components of networks that might speed
this process (Podolny and Page 1998). Such an ap-
proach may be sufficient, Carlile (2002) argues, if
there is an understanding of the kind of knowledge
that is required for a particular task. This assumes
clarity or agreement on what the task is, or the prob-
lem, as well. Syntactic assumptions might also be
sufficient when the knowledge that is transferred is
“not complex” (Hansen 1999).

If the knowledge is complex and without clarity of
purpose, the syntactic approach to knowledge transfer
is likely to be inadequate. A second way to view
knowledge transfer is through a “semantic” lens
(Carlile 2002). In the syntactic context, the challenge
is to find a means for transferring knowledge that ad-
dresses a task or problem for which there is some con-
sensus. In the semantic approach, the challenge shifts to
the receipt of knowledge, or recognizing the role inter-
pretation plays in receiving and disseminating knowl-
edge. Consider the children’s game of “telephone.” One
player quietly tells a brief story to another, and the story
is passed on from player to player until the story is told
out loud by the final player, often to laughter, as the
story has been transformed through the grapevine. In
terms of syntactical challenges, the story might be told
from start to finish more accurately if everyone in the
game had better technology—machines to record the
message from a neighbor and to transfer the exact
message to the next in line. The more simplistic the
story, as well, the more likely the transfer would take
place in an accurate manner. A semantic approach, on
the other hand, would recognize the limitations of
clear transmission, even of noncomplex information,
based on the different ways in which each player inter-
prets the message from his or her neighbor. Different
experiences, different cultures, different approaches to
language, and different relationships among the play-
ers would all inhibit the transfer of information. The
challenge, then, is to identify those points of difference
and find ways to work through them.

Finally, a third approach to knowledge and knowledge
transfer takes a “pragmatic view of knowledge” and

treats it as “localized, embedded, and invested in
practice” (Carlile 2002). As Carlile argues, it is not
enough to highlight the differences among partici-
pants, for sometimes that will only heighten the dif-
ficulties of transferring knowledge. Rather, there is a
need to recognize the connections between knowledge
and practice, or the premise that what people and
organizations know is deeply embedded in what they
practice. This view of knowledge has a “situated”
dimension to it, in that knowledge must be under-
stood in the context of practice that is situated in a
geographic setting, a particular point in time, or
within a particular set of relationships (Nicolini,
Gherardi, and Yanow 2003). Some scholars refer to
this as “local knowledge,” meaning knowledge that is
produced through practice in a particular setting
(Yanow 2004), within a particular occupational group
(Orr 1996), or in the context of a specific time. A
practice approach to knowledge, in other words, intri-
cately connects the knowledge that people and organi-
zations have to the practices or activities of both. This
has challenging implications for the transfer of knowl-
edge within an organization or between organizations.
Consider the following quote by Carlile exploring the
pragmatic understanding of knowledge as it relates to
the willingness of two different divisions within an
organization to share knowledge or consider the
collective creation of knew knowledge:

They are reluctant to change their hard-won
outcomes because it is costly to change their
knowledge and skills. The cross-boundary chal-
lenge is not just that communication is hard,
but that to resolve the negative consequences by
the individuals from each function they have to
be willing to alter their own knowledge, but
also be capable of influencing or transforming
the knowledge used by the other function.
(Carlile 2002)

Scott’s (1998) concept of metis is closely related to the
pragmatic view of knowledge. “Metis,” he explains,
“represents a wide array of practical skills and acquired
intelligence” that is developed in response to the dy-
namic environment (313). Drawing on the work of
professionals who respond to emergencies and disas-
ters, Scott argues that “rules of thumb,” or a manual
of operations, can be taught and used as a guide, but
when emergency response is required, “half the battle
is knowing which rules of thumb to apply in which
order and when to throw away the book and impro-
vise.” Metis is knowledge, in other words, that evolves
through practice and is closely connected to the iden-
tity and experiences of those who build that knowl-
edge through practice.

In the context of networks that are built around
wicked problems, this understanding of knowledge as
practice and identity creates a significant challenge for
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sending and receiving knowledge across network
participants. Each set of participants in a wicked
problem network bring his or her own metis, or
practice-based knowledge of the problem that is, to
use Carlile’s term, “hard won.” Such hard-won know-
ledge is difficult to share or send and difficult to re-
ceive. More critically, practice-based knowledge poses
a significant challenge for the network’s ability to
integrate disparate knowledge into a useful, practical
whole. Similarities and differences in practice-based
knowledge, such as expert-based decision protocols,
priorities, norms, values, experiential “rules of
thumb,” and so on, must be identified in effort to
create a “novel syntheses” of knowledge across a net-
work, or new knowledge, by integrating existing
knowledges, identifying gaps, and learning from inter-
action and problem-solving efforts. In short, the
“new,” collectively generated knowledge is distinct
from that held by individuals across the network
(Powell and Brantley 1992), specific to the wicked
problem, and necessary for developing long-term
problem-solving capacity. We argue that the capacity
to integrate disparate knowledge requires an under-
standing of knowledge as practice and an exploration
of how collaborative capacity builders approach col-
laborative problem solving, such that the integration
of existing knowledge and the creation of new know-
ledge can occur.

The Mind-Set of Collaborative Capacity
Builders

The knowledge sending, receiving, and integration
challenges associated with wicked problems necessar-
ily involve multiple organizations, professions, and a
wide range of participants with contrasting knowledge
needs, demands, and perspectives. “How to turn
network knowledge, as it develops, into practical,
useful information is the nub of the issue” (O Toole
1997, 48). Essential lines of inquiry to address the
“nub of the issue” examine the dimensions, character-
istics, and maturity of network structure; whether,
when, and how network managers might use analytic
tools; and whether, when, and how to apply particular
management skills or strategies. Yet the knowledge
challenge discussed in the previous section suggests
the need to push the network literature to consider
the “softer” aspects of network management as well.
In our collective observations of networks focused on
wicked problems in urban development, environmen-
tal policy, disaster response, and transportation policy,
we note the value added by those who approach the
network management task from a unique perspective
as collaborative capacity builders (CCBs). Here, we
develop the concept of the “mind-set” of a CCB,
comprising several commitments that provide a con-
text within which a manager as collaborative capacity
builder might consider design and function, and the
application of skills, strategies, and analytics. A CCB

is someone who either by legal authority, expertise

340 Public Administration Review ¢ March|April 2008

valued within the network, reputation as an honest
broker, or some combination of the three, has been
accorded a lead role in a network’s problem-solving
exercises. In addition, others recognize a CCB as
having a long-term stake in and commitment to
building collaborative capacity for continuously ad-
dressing wicked problems. While public managers will
inevitably be involved in addressing wicked problems,
CCBs do not always need to be public managers.

We propose that CCBs work from a mind-set, or a
number of commitments that frame the task of send-
ing, receiving, and integrating knowledge for collab-
orative capacity.’ The concept of a mind-set that can
influence the efforts of top managers or leaders has a
basis in the business literature, where the role of a
mind-set in the pursuit of innovation, decentraliza-
tion, alternative ways of conceptualizing problems,
and global competitiveness, for example, is examined
(Aspinwall and Cain 1997; Kedia and Mukherji
1999; McGrath and MacMillan 2000; Resnick 1996).
The role of a mind-set, or a set of commitments in the
development of governing structures in the public
sector, has also been explored. In his book Leadership
and Administration, Philip Selznick (1957) argues that
successful managers or leaders infuse their organiza-
tions with a set of values that can guide the practices
and behavior of organization members and that are
essential to organizational success. These values focus
not only on what the organization does but also on
how the organization does its work—its “distinctive
competence.” The argument is similar to La Porte’s
recognition of the importance of a “cohering” or
common informing logic “that is persuasive to [a
network’s] members in providing guides that order
their relations with each other. These cohering logics
are a source of legitimizing and ordering member
relationships,” as well as “a central influence in shap-
ing the ... sources of the net[work’s] rules of engage-
ment” (1996, 58), or as Heclo (1978) aptly puts it,
part and parcel of the network’s governing
philosophy.

In the following sections, we identify six commit-
ments that are components of a collaborative capacity
building mind-set in wicked problem settings. These
components stand out in our own collective field
research on managers working to facilitate the send-
ing, receiving, and integration of knowledge needed
to build collaborative capacity in wicked problem
settings. Much of the network literature concerned
with the transfer and utilization of information and
knowledge focuses on network context, structural
dimensions, and managerial skills. Although these are
clearly important factors for understanding the
knowledge challenge in networks, our observations
suggest the importance of an additional factor. The
mind-set frames the approach to problem solving
and the relationships between government and other
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participants in the network. It accepts the inhospitable
circumstances of heterogeneous interests and goals, as
well as the uncertainties and complexities inherent in
any network setting, and informs collaborative capac-
ity building actions to facilitate the integration of
knowledge that is necessary to tackle wicked prob-
lems. The commitments identified here are only a
beginning. The depth of commitments, the breadth of
commitments, and the significance for the choices
that CCBs make and the actions that they take require
investigation. Furthermore, we are certain this list is
not exhaustive. We view this as a step toward under-
standing the softer side of network effectiveness by
focusing on the role of a mind-set in facilitating the
sending, receiving, and integration of knowledge in
network settings. The commitments that we discuss
are as follows:

® A commitment to governance with government
o A commitment to govern within the rules yet
think creatively

e A commitment to networks as mutual-aid
partnerships with society

® An acceptance that a CCB can be someone
without an official government portfolio

o An understanding of the intrinsic inseparability
of performance and accountability in wicked
problem settings

e A persistent commitment to the collaborative
process

A Commitment to Governance with Government
The term “governance” has many interpretations
(Rhodes 1996). As Klijn and Koppenjan (2000) ob-
serve, these differences roughly break out into two
basic groups. First are those who view governance as a
reference to the reduced role of government in favor
of combinations of actors and organizations from the
private and nonprofit sectors finding independent
ways to govern collective interests (Peters and Pierre
1998; Rhodes 1996; Rosenau and Czempiel 1992).
Second are those who view the interdependencies
among government, private, and nonprofit sectors as
inevitable, with the state playing an important role
(Klijn and Koppenjan 2000). The CCB mind-set
suggests not only that interdependencies are inevitable
but also that government has a responsibility to play a
prominent role in any networked approach to public
problems. Consider the comments by the director of
the Centers for Disease Control, Julie Gerberding, on
the evolving management approach of the that agency
in the months and years following the terrorist attacks
of 9/11, the discovery of anthrax in postal facilities,
and global challenges to public health, such as the
SARS disease:

We will be able to change the CDC’s manage-
ment platform into a less hierarchical one. We
never will be a completely distributed network.

Nor should we be; that would not be in the
interest of our accountability or the important
work that we need to do. But, we can move
much further beyond the hierarchy than where
we are today. (2004, 10)

As these comments suggest, a commitment to gover-
nance with government is not a belief that govern-
ment alone can “solve” problems, with connotations
of finality and absolute success. Instead, government is
viewed as a key actor among many, but one with a
responsibility to the public that other nongovernmen-
tal actors do not have. Indeed, this premise of the
CCB mind-set recognizes that in a wicked problem
setting, vertical government responsibilities must nec-
essarily be coupled with an obligation to build capac-
ity in horizontal systems and the linkages between
vertical and horizontal systems. From this perspective,
government can be a catalyst for producing broad,
enduring capacity for addressing, managing, and
coping with wicked problems. It also means that
managers who accept this commitment are less con-
cerned about who or what agency or actor gets the
credit for success but whether the problem gets ad-
dressed and, given its relentless character, continues to
receive attention.

This commitment projects a government and mana-
gerial role in networks that is both less and more.
The governance with government premise is less
because it is 7oz about government agencies bearing
the entire burden of problem definition, program
design, funding, and the implementation of pro-
grams designed with final solutions in mind. Indeed,
this is fundamental to the knowledge challenge posed
by wicked problems. Precisely because the definition
of a problem, the design of a capacity to address it,
and responsibilities for funding and implementation
will not be concentrated in a single government
entity, the need to share, understand, and integrate
diverse understandings of the wicked problem is
paramount. This commitment is more, however,
because it requires public managers to be accountable
for the programs under their guidance while also
facilitating collaboration across organizational and
government boundaries, between the public and
private sectors, and among officials, professionals,
and members of the public. But the authority of a
government agency can also play a critical role in
soliciting, sharing, and integrating knowledge among
participants in a network. Whether the CCB is a
public manager who can draw directly on the author-
ity of his or her agency or a nongovernmental man-
ager, understanding the role of government in
tapping traditional and nontraditional expertise
inside and outside government, as well as the experi-
ence of those most familiar with a wicked problem,
can facilitate the sending, receiving, and integration
of new knowledge.
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A Commitment to Govern with the Rules yet
Think Creatively

Collaborative capacity builders accept existing rules
(established by an agency, a legislative or executive
mandate, or an existing policy) as a necessary begin-
ning of the process to build long-term capacities to
address wicked problems, but it is not sufficient.
Wicked problems, by their nature, defy categorization
within a strict rules-based system that seeks to divide
complex systems and problems into more manageable
parts and assumes that the causal relationships within
the wicked problem set are clear and identifiable. The
complexity and uncertainty of knowledge transfer and
the creation of new knowledge

solving ideas) and rely on internal agency expertise
and narrowly apply that expertise without public
interference (Goldsmith and Eggers 2004).

In the effort to form partnerships, the CCB views
authority and expertise as tools that allow managers to
“serve” citizens (Bireley 2001). The flip side is that the
blunt, coercive use of formal authority in networked
scenarios is of limited value, particularly when encour-
aging participants to send, receive, and integrate knowl-
edge for long-term capacity to address a wicked
problem’—such an approach risks breeding resistance
and alienating the very people necessary for successfully
managing a particular wicked

associated with wicked problems
means that “anticipatory” rules-
based actions are bound to be
inadequate. This commitment
reflects a balance between the
public manager as “conservator”
(Terry 1995) and as “entrepre-
neur” (Moore 1995). Itis a
recognition of democratically
defined rules that place necessary
boundaries on permissible ac-
tions, combined with an open-
ness to new ideas expressed

It is a recognition of
democratically defined rules
that place necessary boundaries
on permissible actions,
combined with an openness to
new ideas expressed within the
network that could help to
build new competencies for the
long-term management of
wicked problems.

problem. This commitment does
not view experts and managers as
having all the answers; expertise is
one source of knowledge, and
public management is just that—
management of problems and
decision mechanisms within a
democracy. More specifically, the
management role is understood to
be facilitative (Denhardt and
Denhardt 2000). A “helper,” or
servant manager, not only treats
members of the network with

within the network that can help

build new competencies for the

long-term management of wicked problems. It is also
a recognition that “by the book” problem solving, or a
heavy rules-oriented approach, is unlikely to create the
kinds of relationships among stakeholders that are
required for the sending, receiving, and integration of
knowledge needed for long-term problem-solving
capacity (Bardach and Kagan 1982). As noted in
column three of table 1, the premise for cooperation
in wicked problem settings is likely to be a common
knowledge base, not command and control processes.

A Commitment to Networks as Mutual-Aid
Partnerships with Society

Collaborative capacity builders view citizens and other
organizations, including government entities and
nonprofits, as partners.® Potential participants in the
network are viewed as potential helpers who neverthe-
less face legitimate constraints on collective action,
including narrow or limited knowledge about the
scope and severity of the problem, a fear that acting
alone will do little to resolve the larger problem, lim-
ited individual resources, and the fear that govern-
ment authorities will not listen to, much less
incorporate and allow, innovative solutions produced
by those outside the agency that has formal jurisdic-
tion over the problem. This open approach is difficulg;
managers under intense public scrutiny—as managers
dealing with wicked problems often are—might be
inclined to adopt a “fortress” mentality as a means to
shut out criticism (and potentially useful problem-
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appropriate respect and actively
solicits their input but also takes responsibility for
helping build the capacities that all participants need
for addressing wicked problems (Bireley 2001; Reich
1990; Roberts 2002a).% To address the knowledge
challenge, the manager as facilitator in a mutual-aid
partnership is more likely to draw out different sources
of knowledge to address the wicked problem and will
play a role in sharing the knowledge across the network.

“Public” Managers Can Be People without
Official Government Portfolios

While formal authority rests with official government-
based decision makers, this commitment is a recogni-
tion that not all CCBs are employed by traditional
government bureaucracies. A public manager in this
conception is a person who is critical for coordinating
and catalyzing resources on behalf of public problem-
solving efforts. Authority, or leadership, in networks is
often organic and informal in character, meaning that
leadership is not granted automatically because of
formal titles or location within an organizational
hierarchy. Rather, it is earned or awarded by other
stakeholders to those with access to critical resources
or the ability to catalyze and apply them successfully
for problem-solving purposes (Khademian 2002;
Weber 2003). This form of leadership recognition
could be key to bringing people and organizations
together to initially share information, to encourage
participants to listen and learn, and to integrate dispa-
rate forms of knowledge into a workable knowledge
base particular to any given wicked problem.
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Consider, for example, a wicked problem involving a
community with a high degree of social capital. There
are likely to be key leaders, whether political, social,
cultural, or economic, within the community that can
activate a network drawing on community social
capital to support or oppose a public problem-solving
effort. This point recognizes that communities have,
over time, developed institutions, both informal and
formal, and that long-term problem-solving success
involves getting them to work with you rather than
against you. Put differently, using only government-
based public managers and coercion to solicit infor-
mation and bring about compliance may lead to
short-term, incomplete, high-cost successes at the
expense of long-term problem-solving effectiveness
within the community or communities in question
(Bardach and Kagan 1982). The trade-off is more
problematic to the extent that the public problems are
of the relentless, wicked type, thus demanding long-
term problem-solving capacity. Government-based
CCBs are therefore committed to identifying and
cultivating key nongovernmental “public” managers in
cases in which such citizen leaders exist. Of course,
this also raises the possibility that collaborative action
may not be possible in all settings because of hostility
to the policy in question or serious value differences
over the aims of government.

The Intrinsic Inseparability of Performance,
Capacity, and Accountability

In the whirl of management change and reform
philosophies emphasizing results,
the question of performance

integrate across knowledge bases will provide an ongo-
ing and evolving premise from which network actors
can take actions to address wicked problems. But the
process of integrating knowledge and identifying new
sources of knowledge that are valuable across the
network is also an exercise in accountability. Sharing
knowledge and creating a collective premise from
which to address ongoing wicked problems requires
stakeholder participation and understanding of the
knowledge that is being shared and the knowledge
that is being created (Feldman and Khademian 2005).

The public in public problems requires consideration
of to whom, and what values, a program initiative or
policy is responsive. Wicked problems typically
involve large sets of stakeholders up and down the
formal political authority structure (cutting across
state, local, and federal jurisdictions), across multiple
policy areas and agencies, and individual citizens
within the affected communities. The attendant com-
plexity and interdependency are such that coercive
solutions or solutions responsive to only a few inter-
ests will not provide the kind of simultaneous, broad-
based accountability, or an accountability system that
maintains or improves accountability to local inter-
ests, private and public, without a corresponding
diminution of accountability to broader state, re-
gional, and national public interests, that is necessary
to keep stakeholders collaboratively and constructively
engaged over the long term (Weber 2003, 13). And if
all stakeholders do not stay constructively engaged, it
is unlikely that the capacity to
solve wicked problems can be

typically focuses on whether the
problem has been solved, the
targets met, whether progress is
being made toward a solution,
and whether benefits exceed
costs. Though the emphasis on
results is welcomed by practicing

...if all stakeholders do not stay
constructively engaged, it is
unlikely that the capacity to

solve wicked problems can be
maintained for the long term.

maintained for the long term.
From this perspective, CCB
managers recognize that capacity
is about finding ways to create
and sustain mechanisms for
participation for all stakeholders

managers and scholars, impor-

tant cautions have been issued to attend to account-
ability (Behn 1998; Moe 1994; Terry 1993)—how we
arrive at results can be as crucial as the results that are
achieved, particularly when the desired goal or result
is not clear or under contentious dispute. This is, of
course, particularly the case when working to address
wicked problems. By definition, wicked problems are
hard to define and solutions remain elusive. An im-
portant component of the CCB mind-set links perfor-
mance and accountability by emphasizing the capacity
of the network to demonstrate accountability to a
wide range of stakeholders whose participation in the
network is essential for long-term management of the
wicked problem.

The sending, receiving, and integration of knowledge
is fundamental to the effort to build capacity for
performance and accountability. Successful efforts to

and finding solutions or pro-
cesses that meet the needs of
stakeholders across the board, including government ar
all appropriate levels, whether in terms of mutual gain
for all within a particular decision, mutual gain stem-
ming from the assurance of reciprocity across deci-
sions over time, or a reasonable, mutually agreed
sharing of burdens (e.g., implementation costs, pro-
grammatic responsibilities, time and personnel
commitments).

A Passion for and Commitment to the
Collaborative Process

The network literature focused on management
addresses the authority of managers, the skills for
collaboration, and possible resources to build and
sustain networks. We suggest that in addition to
authority, skills, and resources, CCB managers work-
ing to address wicked problems require an undeni-
able passion and commitment to the collaborative
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process. In an ongoing collaborative effort, the mul-
tiple organizations, people, and groups working
together are really working out a new knowledge for
the purposes of the network. There will be inevitable
conflicts between the objectives and values developed
within the network and those of organizations and
other participants. Given this reality, managers need
the energy to overcome resistance within their own
organizations, as well as within other participating
organizations, and to get network members to share
the knowledge that is hard won, receive the knowl-
edge from others, and create a new knowledge that
will facilitate the management of wicked problems.
In short, CCBs accept that they have primary re-
sponsibility for convincing the full range of affected
interests to credibly commit to collaborative arrange-
ments and the expected mutual gain results while
also demonstrating a willingness to use their author-
ity and the resources at their disposal to promote,
enforce, and protect agreements arrived at collabora-

tively (Miller 1992; Weber 1998).

Conclusion

The nature of wicked problems will ensure that net-
works will likely maintain their place of prominence
as viable governing mechanisms in practice, as well as
in a variety of scholarly literatures. A rich literature
aimed at understanding network creation, mainte-
nance, and performance in recent years focuses on the
technical dimensions and instrumentalities associated
with various management choices—analytic tools,
managerial skills, appropriate strategies, and network
structure. Here, we suggest the need to focus on
softer dimensions of network success or failure by
examining the mind-set of managers as context

for actions.

The fundamental challenges posed by wicked prob-
lems place critical emphasis on the tasks of knowledge
transmission and integration. Knowledge transmission
tasks are communication issues that are grounded in
social and political relationships involving heteroge-
neous actors with diverse interests and goals. The
knowledge integration task is likewise grounded in
these same relationships and involves taking what is
known among network actors, engaging the collabora-
tive network dynamic so that new information is
developed, and putting it all together into a practical,
useful database for problem-solving purposes. In
short, network effectiveness, or collaborative capacity—
long- and short-term problem-solving capacity,
improved policy performance, and maintenance of
accountability—requires successful completion of

these “knowledge” tasks.

We have argued that successfully completing the
critical tasks of transferring, integrating, creating, and
ultimately applying new, useful knowledge requires a
collaborative capacity builder who does not make
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choices in a vacuum. The concept of a mind-set
pushes the network literature to consider the context
or frameworks that managers might use as a guide for
tackling the “knowledge” tasks. What is the relation-
ship between a mind-set and the choices of whether,
when, and how to use analytic tools, management
strategies, network structure, and managerial skills?
How, in other words, might a mind-set facilitate the
management of the complex social relationships
inherent in networks and bridges the boundaries of
knowledge between organizations, professionals, and
members of the public and specialized interest groups?

The lesson for public managers is that, to the extent
they understand the mind-set in collaborative network
settings, they will be in a better position to make
appropriate choices in terms of tools, strategies, and
skill application. And if they are not the main CCB in
a network, then they need to nurture or discover one
in order to facilitate the successful creation of collab-
orative capacity. In this sense, it is not about public
managers dropping back and ceding legal power to
nonpublic CCBs but instead recognizing the value of
such CCBs and shepherding their efforts, as well as
the network’s more generally, on behalf of publicly
mandated missions and goals.

Notes

1. Argyris and Schén develop a similar concept
known as “double-loop learning,” defined as
“learning that results in a change in the values of
theory-in-use, as well as in its strategies and as-
sumptions.... Strategies and assumptions may
change concurrently with, or as a consequence of,
change in values” (1996, 21). It occurs “when ...
actors test and change the basic assumptions that
underpin their mission and key policies” and is
more appropriate for “complex, nonprogrammable
issues that are important to the organization’s
survival” (Moynihan 2005, 204). However, the
knowledge challenges discussed here occur within
the existing framework of network organizations’
missions and policies, not necessarily as a direct
threat to them, as Moynihan’s discussion of
double-loop learning suggests. Moreover, although
the challenges of knowledge sharing and creation
may result in strategy changes and the revisiting,
questioning, and changing of current missions and
key policies for network organizations, there is also
the likelihood that new knowledge will be
integrated successfully within current missions
and policies.

2. The empbhasis on mind-set complements the
important focus of the management literature on
management strategies, whether “groping along”
(Behn 1988), strategic analysis and planning
(Roberts 1992), or the conditions under which
each general approach should be applied (Roberts
1999), and it complements the concept of a “role”
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that managers create through the actions they take
and the relationships they build and sustain
(Feldman and Khademian 2002, 2005). This
emphasis, we suggest, also contributes to an interest
in managers as leaders in networked settings. Much
work has been done developing a “how to,” or
instructional approach for collaborative leader/
managers. Bryson and Crosby (1992, 31-56) and
McKinney and Harmon (2004, 247-50),

among others, develop sets of leadership tasks
required for success. Bardach (1998), Bryson and
Crosby (1992, 81-110), Chrislip and Larson
(1994), and Miller (1992) explore the conditions,
context, and characteristics of successful collabora-
tive leadership. Others, such as Fisher and Ury
(1981) and Susskind, McKearnan, and Thomas-
Larmer (1999), develop practical guides for con-
ducting dispute resolutions and collaborative
negotiations so that parties can “get to yes” (the
idea of mutual gain outcomes).

. By definition, wicked problems are not solved.
Instead, effectiveness means to manage the chal-
lenges posed by a wicked problem. This could
mean minimizing the negative collective effects of
the problems for the immediate future and longer
time horizons spanning decades (or to the extent
that projections with reasonable certainty can be
made), finding ways to address the problem that
include coordination across network participants,
or even developing new understandings of the
problem that allows for more collaborative efforts.
. Our use of the term “pragmatic” differs from the
way others have used it in the public administra-
tion literature (Evans 2000; McSwite 1997; Snider
2000). These scholars make a strong normative
distinction between participation and collabora-
tion. They argue that collaboration focuses more
on relationship building and collectively produced
knowledge, whereas participation is viewed as the
more traditional process of managers soliciting
input from citizens and in which public managers
play a prominent, if not dominant gatekeeping
role. We agree that collaboration is about relation-
ship building and collectively produced knowl-
edge. However, in our investigations of
collaboration, we have found that as collaborative
capacity builders, public managers play a promi-
nent role in building relationships and fostering
the collective production of knowledge, especially
when addressing wicked problems. The key is how
they go about this process.

. We view the mind-set as a resource that might help
shape and sustain the role that a manager creates in
a public policy arena (Feldman and Khademian
2005); the planning, strategies, and actions that a
manager pursues in the network setting (Bryson
and Crosby 1992; McKinney and Harmon 2004;
Chrislip and Larson 1994; Agranoff and McGuire

2003); and a source of influence for the way work

takes place—the sending, receiving, and integration
of knowledge—within the network. In short, we
propose that the perspective of a manager
working to address wicked problems utilizing
networks—oprior to the presentation of self to
participants or any actions he or she may take—
could be fundamental to the role of the manager
in the network and the way the network develops

and functions.

. This does not mean that managers view actors as

altruistic as opposed to self-interested.

. There are, of course, different forms of networks

and different strategies that managers use within
these distinct settings. In his work on alternative
managerial strategies in network settings, Herranz
(2005) finds that “network managers face a con-
tinuum of strategic and managerial role choices
depending upon network structure, composition,
and policy outcome expectations.” In some cases,
an authoritative role on the part of the manager
may actually facilitate the work of the network,
but it is unlikely in the case of wicked problem

settings.

. Appropriate respect can be as simple as a public

manager starting meetings on time, taking into
account the resource and time demands on other
stakeholders when scheduling meetings, meeting in
a place that is convenient for all players or, barring
that, rotating meetings among several sites, and not
dominating discussions or behaving in an arrogant,
dismissive manner. It also means matching words,
especially promises and actions. One sure way to
severely hamstring or even destroy long-term
problem-solving capacity is to adopt a responsive,
accommodative public posture (face) that promises
much, says all the right things, but rarely or never
incorporates public input or concerns into final
decisions or falls back on bureaucratic reasons (e.g.,
rules, blame superiors, and so one) to explain why
this is the case. At a minimum, decisions that do
not reflect the input/preferences of collaborative
participants require that managers offer a reason-
able explanation as to why. Such failures to incor-
porate collective input, if they happen at all,
should be extremely rare if long-term problem-

solving capacity is to be maintained.
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