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Collaborative governance within natural resource management relies on
dialogical forums where people can negotiate complex issues through
conversations. In this paper, we investigate situations where procedural
frames around these discussions are negotiated in the conversations
between its participants in a corpus from five different natural resource
management contexts. We present how frame discussions are initiated, how
actors express that actions are not aligned with the frames, and finally, how
these openings of discourse about the frames are interactively managed,
maintained, and closed. We argue norms of inclusiveness, consensus, and
performance shape the interaction and hamper the joint investigation of the
frames, and undermine the entire justification of the collaborative processes
and the core quality of dialogical conversations.
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1. Introduction

For participants in dialogues about important future-oriented issues in which
they have a stake, a key question is whether the procedural frames of the dialogue
admit them to talk about the issues they find important in ways that allow them
to influence their stake. Stakeholders who have very concrete problems in com-
mon–for example, how to deal with agriculture crop raiding cranes, high mortal-
ity of domestic reindeer due to predator attacks or optimizing biodiversity and
log production in forestry–need to sort out these issues in knowledge efficient
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and democratic procedures. They also need to sort out their collaboration’s com-
municative and dialogic conditions. Research has recognized that in collaborative
governance of natural resource management, participants and stakeholders often
consider the procedural frames insufficient (Wesselink et al. 2011) for them to
represent their stake, resulting either in manipulation (Connelly and Richardson
2004) and co-option of silenced voices (Quintin 2012), or in stakeholders leaving
the collaborative process (Anguelovski 2011). However, few studies have paid
attention to how questions and doubts about the procedural frames of the dia-
logue are articulated and negotiated within the dialogue process itself. In this
paper, we pay attention to how doubtfulness about procedural frames is articu-
lated and negotiated in conversations in collaborative governance about natural
resource management in Sweden.

The paper aims to identify and discuss what conversational procedures are
used to articulate and negotiate doubts about the legitimacy and functionality
of procedural frames of participatory and collaborative processes and how these
conversational procedures correspond to what is expected of a normative dia-
logue in collaborative governance processes. We will also discuss the reasons why
the articulation of doubts about the procedural frames of a collaboration gen-
erates so relatively little attention and follow-up in the conversations in which
they are articulated. One could easily assume that since doubts about the pro-
cedural frames of a collaboration process are of constitutive importance, such
doubts would be debated and investigated until the doubt and its reason and con-
sequences are fully clarified, understood, or even solved. But our data instead
suggests that the conversation leaves these doubts quite un-investigated. We will
discuss what institutional and contextual conditions we think are important rea-
sons why.

In this paper, the concept of ‘procedural frame’ is used as an overarching and
inclusive concept for all sorts of norms, limitations or restrictions concerning col-
laborative processes, participation, and conversations as such. Procedural frames
are factors recognized by the dialogue participants that regulate what they think
they can and cannot do in dialogue. These frames can include explicit and
implicit assumptions about what a collaborative process is about and how par-
ticipants are expected to contribute to that. These assumptions can, for example,
concern the goal and mandate of the process, the topics that should be talked
about and with what terminology and procedure, how sub-tasks are interpreted
and performed, and with what criteria knowledge claims are evaluated.

We use the term ‘collaborative governance’ or ‘collaborative initiative’
throughout the paper, although other concepts have been used in research, policy,
and practice, such as participatory or deliberative process. The terms carry
slightly different connotations; however, it is not relevant for this paper to distin-
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guish between the different types of processes since it is rather the negotiation of
the procedural frames as such that is our study’s object.

In this paper, we use ‘dialogue’ mainly as an emic concept used by the par-
ticipants in the collaborative governance processes when they talk about the
communication they anticipate and desire. This indeed has a connection, albeit
sometimes unclear, with formal theory about normative dialogue as well as with
analytical dialogical perspectives (we discuss these connections more in
Section 2).

To clarify the potential and applicability of collaborative governance, it is
important to scrutinize whether the conversations of the collaborative processes
have the qualities expected of them. This study contributes to this by looking into
situations where the frames of the process are addressed in the very meeting by its
participants. This is important since the frames are constitutive of the process and
decide what can be done, how, and by whom. Since the frames become constitu-
tive for the process, so do doubts, ambiguity, disagreements, and problems with
the frames. The extent to which such problems are constructively dealt with will
decide the democratic and epistemic value of the process. Knowledge about the
dialogic procedures that are used to negotiate the procedural frames in collabo-
ration in natural resource management is therefore an important contribution to
the debate about collaborative governance and the question if and how the prin-
ciples of deliberative democracy can be implemented.

In the next section, we will review the literature on collaboration and par-
ticipation in natural resource management as well as the literature on dialogue
as a normative and analytical concept. This review demonstrates that although
research has engaged in both proposing and evaluating a collaborative approach
to natural resource management, we have not found studies that discuss how
issues, complaints, suggestions, and doubts about the procedural frames of the
dialogue are interactively managed. This is surprising and important to note since
the body of literature suggests that often the dialogue in collaborative processes is
hampered by unclear or constrained mandates or unclear procedural frames and
participants’ dissatisfaction with these procedural frames. Despite this, the inves-
tigation of how the frames are interactively negotiated has been left unexplored.
In the next section, we describe the analyzed corpus and the analytical procedure
which were used to shed light on interactive management and negotiation of pro-
cedural frames . This is followed by a section in which we describe the administra-
tive and communicative context of collaborative governance of natural resources,
a context in which dialogue has been normed as a preferred but unclear form of
social interaction. This is followed by the finding section, which is divided into
three subsections describing how expressions of doubts about frames are initi-
ated, how perceptions of frame transgressions are expressed and managed, and
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how these openings of discourse about the frames are interactively managed. In
the last section of the paper, we suggest three overarching norms that are respon-
sible for the avoidance of in-depth investigation of disagreements about proce-
dural frames: normative inclusiveness, normative performativity, and normative
consensus.

2. Collaboration and normative dialogue in natural resource
management

In Swedish public governance in general and especially in environmental and nat-
ural resource management (NRM), public actors have recognized that complex
and conflictual issues should be managed through participatory and collaborative
processes in which stakeholders with different perspectives are invited to conver-
sations with the responsible public authority and other actors who are concerned
about the same issue (Wesselink et al. 2011; Castell 2016).

The term ‘dialogue’ has different meanings in different contexts (Abma et al.
2001; Carbaugh, Boromisza-Habashi, and Ge 2006; Wierzbicka 2006; Ganesh
and Holmes 2011; Carbaugh et al. 2011). In sociology and philosophy, ‘dialogue’
can refer both to a normative theoretical ideal of communication (Isacs 2001;
Buber 2003; Bohm 2004) and to an analytical approach to society and communi-
cation (Kim and Kim 2008; Linell 2014; Weigand 2015). Létourneau (2017) recog-
nizes that both the analytical and the normative perspective on dialogue has roots
in Bakhtin’s theorizing of dialogue as text and talk. Létourneau suggests that ana-
lytical and normative perspectives should be seen as dialectically related in that
the analytical attention of the first is necessary to be able to understand the nor-
mativity of the second. We agree with this proposition, and in this study, we apply
analytical dialogism (Linell 2014) to understand better the practice of normative
dialogue in the collaborative governance of contested natural resources.

However, in the context of this research, we need also to consider an emic
meaning of dialogue, referring to when the word ‘dialogue’ is used by participants
in collaborative governance of natural resources to distinguish communication of
different and better quality, meeting certain but often unclear criteria that single
out this social interaction from other acts of coordination in the context (Polk
2010; Lundholm and Stöhr 2014). In these contexts, dialogue is talked about as
a tool to manage technically complex issues in which knowledge is ambiguous
and contested, with the assumption that these situations will be better managed
when stakeholders are involved in conversations about the issue and contribute
to the search for acceptable solutions. However, when the importance of dialogue
is emphasized in governance and policy production, this also adds new layers
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of complexity consisting of social relations, interaction dynamics, and expecta-
tions. In the natural resource management emic use of the term dialogue, the
aim is often expressed as to have “a good dialogue” (Wallace 2020). One exam-
ple is when the Swedish mining agency writes in the policy document describ-
ing “Sweden’s mineral strategy” that an important task is “to offer meeting places
and conduits for good dialogue […] in order to distribute responsibility between
corporate and public organizations” (Sveriges mineralstrategi 2014). From an ana-
lytical point of view, such an undefined normativity of dialogue as something
inherently good without specifying what dialogue is and what makes it good, is
confusing. This tends to turn dialogue into an empty signifier; it is a concept
that, although used with different meanings, does not require metacommunica-
tive repair. Hence, the concept becomes undistinguished and empty. This risk
has been recognized in post-structuralist research and political philosophy and,
among others, Ganesh and Zoller (2012) point out that, in the literature on social
change, dialogue appears as an unclear normative expectation but also as a form
of cynical manipulation in which dominant power relations are reproduced under
the umbrella of dialogue. Ganesh and Zoller (2012) instead suggest an agonistic
normativity of dialogue in which the function of dialogue is to explicate difference
and power.

There are great expectations on collaborative initiatives for governing NRM
and other issues of complexity in modern society (Blackstock 2009; O’Connor
et al. 2021). The argument is that the participatory and deliberative components
can substantially benefit NRM (e.g., van den Hove 2000; Waylen et al. 2015).
However, research has recognized limitations in many such processes in the
operationalization of the deliberative ideals and in what they legally have the
mandate to change. Findings suggest that collaborative processes are more time-
consuming than expected, and questions about whose voices are heard create ten-
sions (Blackstock and Richards 2007). One great challenge, amongst others, is
to balance efficiency and inclusion of all voices (Blackstock 2009; Waylen et al.
2015; Cinque et al. 2022). This tension and its implications are still poorly under-
stood (Waylen et al. 2015). We agree with Blackstock and Richards (2007) that
these collaborative processes are important, and if these processes are to develop
and maintain legitimacy and efficiency, we must understand both the governance
structure and the micromanagement of turn-taking in dialogue.

Research on collaborative governance cases around NRM is growing, with
several cases from Swedish contexts. Swedish initiatives to govern conflicts
around the controversial issue of the licensed hunting of wolves have been inves-
tigated, highlighting the need to study how the facilitators handle their mandate
(Cinque 2015). Researchers debate the potential of collaborative governance to
live up to the high ambitions and expectations of these dialogues (Arias-
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Maldonado 2007; Sjölander-Lindqvist et al. 2015; Curato et al. 2017). The commu-
nication procedures in collaboration meetings seem to be designed and managed
to facilitate efficient agenda management rather than to facilitate learning and
deliberation. However, it was the benefits of learning and deliberation which were
emphasized as the reason for organizing governance collaboration in the first
place (Hallgren and Westberg 2015). Collaborative processes are often idealized
as open and inclusive, in which all participants can express their interests, knowl-
edge, and concerns (Johansson 2018; Innes and Booher 2018; Coleman and Stern
2018), but they are also often explicitly constructed to achieve results within spe-
cific frames (Eckerd and Heidelberg 2020). These frames are defined by the initia-
tor of the collaborative initiative based on their particular perspective, while other
actors’ perspectives risk being classified as off-topic (Connelly and Richardson
2004; Wesselink et al. 2011). Consequently, a lot of conversational space is used to
negotiate what is on-topic and what is off-topic, and whether what is considered
on-topic is relevant and important enough for participants to maintain engage-
ment in the collaboration process (Eckerd and Heidelberg 2020). For example,
in a collaborative process about reducing diffuse water pollution in Scotland,
participants spent much meeting time to explain and understand the concept
of ‘Favourable Conservation Status’ (a legal concept that could not be changed
within the collaborative process), because some participants believed this concept
to be constraining the collaboration (Waylen et al. 2015).

Although stakeholders say they are interested in collaborating in the hope
of finding solutions to problems, they also express doubts about the meaning-
fulness of their own participation or the relevance of the dialogue when they
consider the process to be based on too narrow frames that restrict them from
fully expressing their stakes (Connelly and Richardson 2004; Black, Leighter, and
Gastil 2009; Wesselink et al. 2011). It has been suggested that the criteria of delib-
erative democracy (Curato et al. 2017), which motivate the dialogic approach of
the collaborative initiative, cannot be met when the frames are narrow (Connelly
and Richardsson 2004; Ganesh and Zoller 2012). The sincerity of the democratic
ambitions of such processes has been questioned, and it has been suggested that
the labels dialogue and deliberative, collaborative, or participatory democracy can
obscure manipulation (Cooke and Kothari 2001). In some of these ‘dialogues’, the
participants leave the collaborative initiative when they consider the frames of the
process to be too limited to allow them to represent their interests and instead
develop other non-dialogic communication arenas, such as street rallies, media
debates, and civil disobedience, to voice their concerns (Anguelovski 2011). From
studies like that of Anguelovski (2011), we know a lot about how and when such
dialogue exit strategies appear and how they act as both discursive closures and
discursive openings. However, few studies report how perceptions of too narrow
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or problematic procedural frames are expressed, managed, and negotiated inter-
actively within the dialogue in cases where it does not escalate into dialogue exit.
In this paper, we investigate how doubts about the frames are articulated and
negotiated in collaborative processes in Swedish natural resource governance. We
focus on how participants in dialogues initiate conversations about the procedural
frames and pay attention to their own and others’ frame transgression and how
these concerns about the frames are managed interactively.

3. Method

The question of how participants in collaborative governance processes about
important futures express doubts about and negotiate the procedural frames of
the process demands a close look at the interaction sequences through which the
procedural frames of the dialogue are discussed and how these negotiations are
interactively performed. In order to do so, we have searched through a corpus
of collaborative governance meetings originating from five different NRM con-
texts. For an overview of the corpus, see Table 1. The collaborative processes were
selected because they concern technically and socially complex and contested
natural resource issues in which the participants have different perspectives and
stakes. In four of the five cases, the researchers initiated contact with the orga-
nizers of the collaborative processes and asked for permission to participate and
observe. In the fifth case, the researchers were invited as dialogue experts to pro-
vide advice to the organizers of the collaborative process, and observations were
made as part of the support.

Each of the five cases consists of several meetings, and our total empirical
material is composed of observations and recordings conducted by the authors of
this paper with informed consent from participants from nearly 60 meetings, each
with a duration of one to six hours. Some meetings took place through videocon-
ferencing and were recorded with a computer screen recorder, while other meet-
ings took place in a room and were recorded with one or several voice recorders
or video cameras. The recordings were transcribed on a rough level, and these
crude transcripts were scanned for situations and episodes in which participants
are explicit in addressing frame issues by expressing complaints, doubts, wishes,
or questions concerning such issues as process goals, sub-tasks, and assessments
of knowledge and relevance. These episodes were, for their part, transcribed ver-
batim. More generic meta-communication and discourse coordination, such as
general repair sequences, topic changes, or coordination of the setting in the
room, about how and when to take a break and how to use the technical device
(especially for online meetings) have not been coded although it could also count
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as frame issues. The reason is that we focus on negotiations of the frames that
are explicitly connected to the future-oriented stakes in relation to the natural
resources. Sequences were coded into the following categories: (a) sequences in
which negotiations about frame issues are initiated, (b) sequences in which par-
ticipants make comments or complaints about their own or other participants’
actions in relation to frames, and (c) how negotiations about frame issues are
maintained, managed and closed. In this paper’s findings section, we describe,
analyze and interpret some of these sequences.

Table 1. Overview of recorded collaborative governance meetings

Collaborative
governance process
defined by topic

Number
of

meetings

Observed
number of

hours
Meeting
venue

Approximate
number of

participants per
meeting

Monitoring
procedure

Forest
management (F)

17 46 Online –
Skype

 6–16 Screen and
audio
recording

Domestic reindeer
and large
carnivores (R)

18 60 Meeting
room

3–7 Audio
recording

Conservation plan
large carnivores (C)

13 13 Online –
Skype

2–6 Screen and
audio
recording

Crop damage
protected big
birds (B)

 3  6 Meeting
room

12–15 Audio
recording

Public access to land
and freedom to
roam (A)

 6 24 Meeting
room

 9–12 Audio
recording

The episodes coded as relevant to the negotiation of procedural frames,
according to categories a, b, and c above, were analyzed following the principles
of sequence organization analysis (Schegloff 2007; Heritage and Clayman 2010).
According to these principles, an utterance’s meaning depends on its interactive
context, that is, the preceding utterances it is responding to and the utterances
responding to it. In our analysis, an utterance is considered as a doubt of pro-
cedural frames if the utterance is responded to as such by other participants in
the interaction. Also, if the analysis is done on more than three turns, in some
cases, only what we consider the core utterance for the analysis from one of the
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participants is presented in the paper since the complexity of these conversations
sometimes makes it difficult to provide an overview of the turn-taking without
substantial contextualization. We base our analysis on verbatim transcripts and
are not notifying other interaction features, such as delays or emphasis, since it
does not seem like the precision of transcription convention, according to, e.g.
Jefferson (1983), is necessary to make qualified assessments of negotiations about
doubts about procedural frames.

4. Empirical contexts of collaborative governance

The recordings analyzed in this study have been extracted from meetings that
took place as part of collaborative processes initiated by a national or regional
state agency. These public agencies are responsible for implementing sustainable
management policies for one or several natural resources in accordance with
Swedish national policies and goals, and the collaborative processes are a tool for
policy production and implementation. In all cases, the management of the nat-
ural resource is subject to contestation between stakeholders, who have differ-
ent knowledge claims about the natural resource and the different management
methods, and who differ in their interests as well as in opinions about values and
expected consequences of possible decisions and actions. These stakeholders are
deeply concerned about and dependent on these natural resources and the deci-
sions made about their future management. Hence, the discussions are impor-
tant to them beyond the conversation situations themselves since the outcome
will have long-term implications for them. The frames for the interactions thus
set the prerequisites for a substantial outcome, which is of importance for the
participants, as well as for what is considered appropriate interaction. A typical
example would be when the Swedish forest agency invites forest companies and
environmental NGOs to a series of meetings to talk about and suggest a procedure
for evaluating the environmental impacts of forestry. Forest companies and envi-
ronmental NGOs have different views on how different outcomes affect timber
production and biodiversity, and hence they also have different views on what
questions are relevant to discuss in such conversations, i.e., different views on
appropriate frames.

The cases are defined in terms of the natural resource issue they are aiming
to manage: Forest management (F), Management of killing of domestic reindeer
caused by large (protected) carnivores (R), Conservation plan for large carni-
vores, which is contested due to their impact on sheep, reindeer, and game (C),
Management of crop damage caused by grazing big birds like cranes, swans, and
geese, which are also protected (B) and finally; Management of public access to
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land and freedom to roam (A), which is appreciated by outdoor recreation and
tourism organizations and contested by some landowners. There are many differ-
ent aspects of these cases, but for space reasons, we will leave that aside, given that
the main focus in this paper is on how the participants jointly deal with expres-
sions of doubts about the frames of the dialogues.

The debate about these natural resources and their management takes place
in many different public forums, media, and formal decision-making and admin-
istrative procedures. The collaborative meetings we observed were organized in a
project format, and occurred in parallel to the day-to-day administrative activities
of the concerned government agencies, and entertained ambiguous relationships
with their procedures. As a result, and as we will witness in the data excerpts, par-
ticipants in the meetings doubted the role and practical impact of the documents
they produced together. The meetings are all chaired by a person employed or
hired by the respective organizing authority, who calls for meetings, leads them,
and facilitates the discussion. Although the extent to which the ambition and need
for facilitation are acknowledged varies, we consequently call the person having
this role the facilitator to distinguish them from other participants.

One intended outcome of the collaboration processes is to produce different
sorts of text documents, which are supposed to influence future decision-making.
What is said in the dialogue of the collaborative process is supposed to generate
text in the text document. We think this is an important contextual condition.
The issues, which the collaborative processes are meant to deal with, are material
and concrete and involve such things as live and dead animals, forests and trees,
and income from agriculture and forestry. These concrete issues are supposed to
be managed by the text documents, but in some of the meetings, participants
express frustration with producing text documents of an abstract character, when
at the same time, their reindeer or crop is in danger. Often, the text document
also includes a meta-communicative description of the dialogue of the collab-
orative process: who participated, what interests were represented, how many
meetings took place, what questions were discussed, and so forth. In these meta-
communicative comments, a desire to broadly represent a diversity of different
and potentially competing or disagreeing interests is often expressed. The legiti-
macy of the process and its outcome seem to depend on how well the process rep-
resents this variety of interests. In a document that resulted from one of the cases
contributing to the analyzed corpus, the foreword states:

The proposal […] has been produced within a collaborative process with exten-
sive participation. Since we have not reached consensus […] in the process, the
[name of organization] has produced a revised proposal and intend to establish
this revised proposal. This has been done in accordance with the premises that
were decided on at the beginning of the collaborative process. Although we have
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not reached consensus on the final results, the [name of organization] maintains
that the participants of the collaborative process have contributed to the work in
a constructive spirit.

We observe that this quote emphasizes that participation was extensive as if the
legitimacy of the proposal that will follow is dependent on the extensiveness of the
participation. In another of the studied collaborative processes, a process facilita-
tor tells in an interview that he has invited some stakeholders multiple times with
email and phone calls, which were left unanswered before he finally could con-
vince them of the benefits of participating. In another collaborative governance
process about game and wildlife management (which is not included in this cor-
pus), the legitimacy of the process, as well as the capacity to deal with societal
conflict, were deemed insufficient due to some stakes being overrepresented (see
also Lundmark and Matti 2015). We suggest that this concern about participation
and representation of multiple and broad interests that seems to be common in
collaborative governance processes indicates that the legitimacy of these processes
is connected to who is participating, what stakes they represent, and how these
stakes balance each other. Consequently, it becomes important to organizers of
these processes that a variety of stakeholders are motivated to participate and
that these stakeholders’ understanding of the frames of the collaborative processes
generates such motivation.

5. Findings – Negotiating frames

In this section, we will discuss how frame negotiations are interactively done in
our corpus. First, we discuss and show examples of how frame discussions are
initiated when participants raise questions about or express wishes about chang-
ing the frames. Second, we discuss some examples where actors express that other
actors’ actions are not aligned with the frames, and finally, we discuss how these
openings of discourse about the frames are interactively managed, maintained,
and closed.

5.1 Initiating frame negotiations

The first question is: How are discussions about the procedural frames initiated?
One way this happens is when one of the participants questions or expresses
doubts about the process’s frames. This questioning often takes the form of a state-
ment rather than a proper question, as seen in the examples below. A participant
may, for example, bring up a topic, signal that she knows that the topic is beyond
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the frames of the discussion, and still insist that the topic is relevant enough for
discussion. Alternatively, a participant may express a complaint towards a partic-
ular frame, for example, the aim or mandate of the process. The following excerpt,
originating from the forest management case, is an example of how this is done.
Here, a participant criticizes the design and the overarching aim of the process:

Example 1F
Participant: “No, I mean... You are well aware that we really think there is... That we
begin this discussion from the wrong end. Since we are not very happy about the def-
initions of the goals that we have, and still one begins with sub-goals […] for them.
[...] At the same time I understand that we have this mission. So it’s a bit silly.”

This example shows how a participant implicitly questions the frames of the
process by formulating a complaint about the design of the process, “we begin
the discussion at the wrong end”. It is not entirely clear which end the participant
would like the discussion to begin with, but the next sentence could imply that she
would like to begin by discussing the overarching goals. These goals can then be
seen as something that constitutes a frame for the dialogue by constraining what
can be talked about and what solutions can be suggested. Although not explicitly
articulated in this turn, the statement suggests that the participant has other topics
or solutions that she would like to talk about, but which are not in line with the
perceived frames. She then says, “I understand that we have this mission”, which
can be regarded as an acknowledgment of the frames (as defined by the “mission”)
and which then closes down the complaint, or at least shows an understanding,
albeit not an agreement, with the process. She ends with a comment that “it’s a
bit silly”, but never clarifies what “it” is. From the context, we may suppose that
the participant is expressing the ambivalence of being involved in a process that
works towards an overarching goal with which you disagree, but in whose out-
come you nevertheless have a stake.

A similar example can be found in the reindeer herding case. Here too, one of
the participants questions the frames of the dialogue, this time in the form of the
mandate of the process, maintaining that the problem will not be solved unless
they decide on a particular solution (culling permit of large carnivores) which the
collaborative process in question has no mandate to implement.

Example 2R
Participant: “I believe that as long as there is no [culling permit] we will never get
rid of that problem... But at the same time, we cannot influence that in these [text
documents], so, well, working with this is a total waste.”

This is a way of insisting on a particular solution and that the problem will “never”
be solved unless this solution is implemented. Since these text documents, which
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describe a future management strategy, do not include the question of culling per-
mits, the possibility of discussing this and suggesting culling permits as a solution
to the problem addressed in this collaborative process, is constrained. In his state-
ment, the participant points to this frame, the limiting mandate of the process,
and the problem these constraints are causing, according to him. In this way, he
has made the frames visible and brought them up for discussion by problematiz-
ing them. The conclusion that is expressed is that the work with the plans is not
only pointless but “a total waste”. The above examples show how a single partici-
pant initiates a negotiation of certain frames (in both cases, the outcome or over-
arching goal of the process) by pointing to the frame and then problematizing it.
We will return in later sections to how these complaints are met and how the dis-
cussions develop. First, we will look at another way of making the frames visible –
by transgressing them or by accusing another participant of transgressing them.

5.2 Pointing out frame transgressions

In this section, we turn to examples where frames become visible because a par-
ticipant points out that another participant has, or may have, transgressed the
frames. Transgression may in itself be an attempt to renegotiate the frames. How-
ever, in our material, it is hard to tell whether the transgressions are deliberate
attempts to renegotiate frames, or if the transgressor is simply unaware of cross-
ing a line. Thus, our analysis focuses on how the transgression is treated by the
participants in the interaction because that is what the participants have access to
and what our empirical material allows us to study.

The first example originates from the carnivore conservation case. Two par-
ticipants have expressed different opinions about a particular matter, and the
facilitator then suggests they should put the discussion on hold here:

Example 3C
Facilitator: “I think we’ll drop that question and then you can call each other later
and continue the conversation.”
Participant 1: “Yes, yes, we’ll get back with a letter [to the public authority] about
this.”

Here, the facilitator indicates that the conversation at hand is outside the frames
of the discussion. She does not dismiss the issue as irrelevant but suggests the
speakers bring it up in another forum, more specifically, that they call each other.
This is responded to by one of the speakers by first accepting this (“yes, yes”), but
only conditionally. He says they will return to this in a letter, which becomes the
accepted alternative way forward. Hence, he accepts to leave it for now, thereby
acknowledging the re-established frames of the discussion but insists on the issue
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being important. This move can also be seen as a way to express that they do not
believe dialogue within the current frame will bring this particular issue forward
but choose more formal ways, i.e., a letter to the public authority.

The next case is a situation where another participant, and in a later turn,
the facilitator, remarks that the speaker is not acting according to the rules for
the meeting, therefore transgressing the frames. The example originates from
the public access case. One participant stands out in this process by repeatedly
expressing strong opinions in lengthy speeches in a way that violates the explicitly
expressed code of conduct for the dialogue. This, seemingly, creates frustration
among the other participants. In the example below, he has just talked about his
opinion on the discussed matter, although he was asked to report on the group
work and, more specifically, on what the group thought could and could not
be solved through the collaborative process. Another participant then questions
whether his account was a fair summary of the group’s discussion. In other words,
he indicates that the first participant is transgressing the frames set for the task at
hand. He does this in the format of a question expressing a doubt:

Example 4A
Participant: “Was that really what you talked about?”
After some turns, the facilitator also comments on what the first participant did when
asked to report from the group discussion:
Facilitator: “Now, you are starting to put into words the solutions that you see that
we need to propose, and I understand that you do this because you want it so much,
but perhaps you have said enough?”

Here the facilitator steps in and makes a meta-communicative statement about
what the participant has just done. She does not explicitly accuse him of having
the wrong opinion nor for having done something wrong, but she spells out what
he has done, leaving it for others to assess it in relation to the frames. She then
suggests that he “has said enough”, i.e., that he should not talk more, thereby indi-
cating that he has indeed violated the frames by talking too much (which the
word “enough” implies) and possibly also about the wrong thing and/or in the
wrong way. The facilitator navigates between expressing understanding for the
action (“you do this because you want it so much”) and attempting to defend and
repair the frames. In this example, negotiation of the frames is initiated by break-
ing the frame set by the task at hand. Other participants do not seem to accept this
implicitly suggested change of frames and comment on the transgression, thereby
taking part in the negotiation. However, at this point in the meeting, there is no
further discussion about the frames, what they are, and whether they should be
changed. That discussion is brought up again in a subsequent meeting, and we
will return to this case in the following section.
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5.3 What happens when frames are brought up for discussion?

The examples above show ways in which the frames are brought up for discussion.
In the following section, we analyze what happens next, i.e., what happens after
a frame has been transgressed or when a participant expresses objections about
the frames. We start the section by describing how frame discussions are closed
down and continue by showing how such closures are justified. This leads over to
demonstrating how the frames are negotiated by lifting the issue of the mandate
of the process and its meaningfulness for the participants.

Our initial observation from our corpus is that, at first glance, not much
seems to happen. When frames become visible, either by someone transgressing
them or by someone explicitly pointing to them, for example, by commenting on
the transgressing, you could expect an open discussion about them, possibly lead-
ing to a clarification of the frames or a change of frames. However, when looking
at instances when frames are made visible and could become the topic for investi-
gation or change, we see that most often, the discussion is closed after only a few
turns. This closing of the topic can be done either by the facilitator, the person
who initiated the negotiation of the frames, or another participant.

We will first turn to an example where the facilitator closes the discussion
about the frames, and the other participants act as if they accept this. Here, a par-
ticipant raises doubt about the meaningfulness of the process, and the facilitator
points out that this is an off-topic question. This excerpt originates from a meet-
ing about protecting domestic reindeer from being killed by large carnivores. A
participant expresses mistrust at the point of departure of the process. He does
so by ironically saying he did not exactly become happy when he realized the
process was “another endless story”. The facilitator responds by neutralizing the
critique, suggesting that this endlessness is typical of all politics. The participant
responds by once again expressing doubts, this time suggesting that if the facili-
tator were the one having his reindeer killed by wolves, he would not tolerate the
lengthy processes, thereby challenging the facilitator to take his (the participant’s)
perspective. The facilitator responds with a discursive closure, suggesting that this
particular discussion should not take place now. He also adds that anger will not
make the “plan”, i.e., the text document, which is the product of the process, any
better.

Example 5R
Participant: “Yes but… It’s not like you rejoice in that decision… [...] You did so at
first until you realized this is really just another endless story.”
Facilitator: “Yes, but that’s the same for all the politics…”
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P: “Sure, but would you tolerate your loss if it was you who felt [sic] the wolf bas-
tards!”
F: “I don’t know if we should have that discussion now. You can be as very angry as
you like. It won’t make this plan any better.”
P: “No.”
Another participant suggests a lunch break.

The core of the example is to suggest that there is no space to talk about the things
the other participant wants to talk about. The conversation becomes a mix of
questioning the pillars of the collaborative process and whether to close the dis-
cussion here and now. This is a rare example of where someone’s emotions – in
this case, anger – are noticed and explicitly mentioned. Despite this, in the same
sentence, they are dismissed as not contributing to their work ahead, and there-
fore not productive. In the way this is formulated, the facilitator demonstrates that
producing the plan is given priority. Another participant emphasizes the discur-
sive closure by suggesting a break for lunch. By going for lunch instead of contin-
uing the discussion, all participants act as if they accept the closure as defined by
the facilitator: that talking about emotions – both about how the facilitator would
feel if he’d lost domestic animals to wolves, and about the anger of the first partic-
ipant – is outside the frames of this conversation.

In the next example, taken from the forestry case, a participant talked about
a certain topic, “voluntary forest protection”, but dismissed it himself as being too
controversial. The potential negotiation of the frames is closed already by the very
participant bringing it up, which he does by justifying it, i.e., it is too controver-
sial. Before brushing it aside, though, he discussed that topic for several minutes,
even though it had been explicitly deemed, at a previous meeting, to be outside
the frames of the collaborative process. In the following quote, it becomes clear
that he considers the topic “voluntary forest protection” too controversial since
his next proposition for what to discuss, “nature and cultural heritage conserva-
tion”, is featured in contrast as not being too controversial to discuss:

Example 6F
“But maybe there is something that is easier for us to agree upon, that would be
nature and cultural heritage conservation. That one is surely not very controversial
to any of us.”

So, by his account, the speaker negotiates the frames around what an appropriate
topic would be by first talking about something, classifying it as beyond the
frames, and then suggesting another topic, which he denotes to qualify through
his justification. In what follows, the other participants accept this and start to dis-
cuss the newly suggested topic without commenting on the “controversial” issue
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that was initially brought up. When looking only at this excerpt and the surround-
ing turns, it does seem like all participants accept this frame, that is, that only
non-controversial issues should be discussed. Notably, we find a number of exam-
ples where the participants seem to agree that topics that are hard to agree upon
or where the consensus seems to be difficult or impossible to reach are best left
out of the dialogue. However, when looking at the rest of the recorded meetings
from this process, it becomes clear that all participants do not accept this frame
of leaving out controversial issues, although they seem to do so momentarily in
this excerpt. Both the controversial issue itself and the question of whether this
topic should be included in the collaborative process are brought up again in sub-
sequent meetings. On one occasion, a participant in the forestry case explicitly
objects to the tendency to avoid topics that are difficult to agree upon:

Example 7F
“I think it would be good if [...] that one actually, that there is clarity when one has
different opinions and different point of views. So that is actually brought up so that
you don’t try to sort of... because it’s better to take the bull by the horns than to, and
discuss it thoroughly, than to avoid, sort of, potential differences in opinion, which
then comes back to bite you.”

The facilitator confirms this statement, but at the same time, notes that there is a
need to balance the desire to discuss these issues and the need to make progress:

Example 7F, continued
“No, but that is good. Good that you emphasize that. That is what we want to have as
an ambition, but at the same time there are many issues that we can... That we would
need to discuss so to speak, so it’s, it’s a balance there, about making progress.”

The facilitator and other participants seem to accept that the topic is brought
up and engage in the discussion, even though they keep bringing up problems
with discussing the controversial issue in the context of the process. In this way, it
remains unclear whether the frames have been renegotiated or not – has this topic
now been deemed relevant for the dialogue, and should it be discussed here or
not?

The facilitator’s statement is also an example of something we see repeatedly
in our corpus, although it is rarely this explicit. In most of the processes we have
observed, one of the aims of the meetings is to produce some sort of text docu-
ment, for example, an action plan. The process also has a time frame, often con-
nected to the product, for example, the need to deliver this action plan at the end
of the current year. This is presumably what the facilitator is referring to in the
example above when he talks about making progress. The collaborative process
this excerpt comes from is indeed supposed to deliver a document within a set
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time limit. Thus, discussions that do not contribute to writing up the document
are deemed too time-consuming and are therefore closed down.

The excerpt above is not the only example of this ambivalence between when
a topic is closed down or still within the frames. We return to Example 3C, intro-
duced in the section Initiating frame negotiations. To recap quickly, the facilitator
signals in one turn that the topic currently discussed is outside the frames of the
process, to which the participant who brought the topic up suggests that he will
instead send a letter concerning this topic to the facilitator. After one turn, where
the facilitator approves of the idea of a participant sending a letter, another par-
ticipant brings the dismissed topic back and then comments, possibly jokingly,
that she likes “side tracks”, referring to the off-topic things they repeatedly get into.
This demonstrates that she also considers what just happened as a side track and
that this is a pattern she has noticed before. She thereby acknowledges the frame
but despite this, violates it. The reminder of the frame works as a justification
for her simultaneous violation of it. She reintroduces this through an apologizing
downplaying “Just a thought about this...”.

Example 3C, continued
Participant 2: “Just a thought about, about this discussion. I like that we get into side
tracks every time we are in a meeting together...”

What follows next is that the facilitator actually responds to the question and dis-
cusses this, thereby embracing it within the frames of the dialogue, although pre-
viously announced as off-topic.

This example contains several interesting things in terms of how the bound-
ary between on or off-topic is navigated. The facilitator who suggested leaving the
topic never provided any justification for the suggestion, but it is certainly not that
it is considered solved. The dismissal of the topic is treated as if it is accepted by
the participant who raised it, although the suggested way forward is adjusted to
a more formal one, sending a letter. Another participant insists on investigating
an issue considered off-topic, and the facilitator allows that to happen. From this
example, it is apparent that repairing the frames can be considered co-constructed
interactional work. A similar turn of events follows the statement in Example 1F,
where a participant in the forestry case problematizes the frames of the dialogue.
At the time when this complaint is brought up, there is no further discussion
about the frames, partly because it is closed by the participant who raised the issue
and partly because no other participant picks up on the question. However, in
another meeting from the same collaborative process, this complaint is also men-
tioned. What we exemplify with this is how the issue of the mandate of the process
is brought in. In response to the complaint about the frames, one of the facilita-
tors, also representing a governmental authority, says:
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Example 8F
Facilitator: “I think it’s important this that we are talking about here. That the goal
must always be assessed based on the aim as described by the government [...]. That
is what we [the Agency] must base our assessment on in the next step”

To this, the participant who raised the complaints answered:

Participant: “Absolutely, I understand that too. And I know it’s another discus-
sion. But, but, in terms of description, it becomes relevant here
anyway.”

Here, the facilitator notes that this is an important discussion. It is important that
everyone understands the limitations of what can be decided within this process,
and that is limited by the decisions already made by the government. This is made
more concrete by saying that the evaluation of the goals (which is carried out by
the Agency) must be done in line with the overarching goal set by the govern-
ment. Thus, it would not make sense to discuss issues or suggest solutions that
are not in line with the overarching goal (this is not explicitly stated but seems to
be implied by the statement). The participant confirms that she understands this,
and explicitly says that she knows the topic to be outside the frames of the process:
“I know it’s another discussion”. Exactly what is meant with “it” here, which is
another discussion, is not clearly articulated nor evident from the interpretation
of it but seems to refer to talking about the relevance of the overarching goal. Still,
she claims that the topic is relevant in this discussion as well. In the next turn, the
facilitator repeats that they have to keep to the overarching goal:

Example 8F, continued
Facilitator: “Yes but we are talking about partly that we have the frame that we as an
authority must always assess the goal based on the description that the government
has decided on [...] that... that is the point of departure for our job when we come to
the step... the next step when we are to make the next assessment.”

Here, the facilitator makes it more explicit that this collaborative process must
stay within the frames set by the government. Notably, no one is explicitly saying
that they should not talk about problems with the overarching goal, only that the
solutions must still be in line with that goal. However, the succeeding turns seem
to imply that since this is the case, there is no point in discussing the potential
problems or relevance of the overarching goal.

To end this findings section, we will demonstrate how the meaningfulness of
the process is challenged through the discussions of the procedural frames. We
return to Example 4A, where a participant expresses doubts about the meaning-
fulness of the process, and the facilitator mirrors that the doubt has been heard
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before pointing out the limitations of the frames of the process. This episode
appeared in the case on public access to land.

Example 9A
Participant: “Dialogue and dialogue… We won’t reach anywhere.”
Facilitator: “You don’t see any space for dialogue, but there is no space for changing
laws here. There is no use in spending time on that.”

This exchange appears in an environment where the frames of the process have
been discussed previously. Now, the participant questions the potential of the
process. In fact, he even claims with this design, they will not reach anything (any-
where) worth the effort, according to him. It is expressed in a slightly rallying
phrasing (“dialogue and dialogue”). The facilitator responds to this by articulating
the expressed doubt. The facilitator knows from previous discussions that the par-
ticipant would like the process to be about how to change the laws and regula-
tions concerning the right to public access. This has been pointed out not to be
in the mandate of the process and its participants, referring to the fact that they
cannot change the laws. Here, the facilitator connects what is expressed here with
what has been expressed before. Based on this, she dismisses the implicit sugges-
tion that they would change the framework as the speaker seems to want. She then
makes the addition that there is no point in spending time along those lines. This
functions as a discursive closure and shuts down the discussion, also with refer-
ence to time reasons. We see here that the frames are negotiated by both partici-
pants: The first one sees no point in continuing the process if the current frames
remain, the other one dismisses the first one’s implicit suggestion to change the
frames, and that the question about frames should be the topic of their discussion.

At the very last meeting, from the case on public access to land, the facilitator
returns to the topic of the meeting frames. The question about the frames has been
a topic all along the process and has partly dominated the conversations both as
a topic in itself and as something the participants have been navigating around
in different sorts of repair sequences. Still, when analyzing the conversations, this
has not resulted in an investigation of the underlying reasons for the resistance
against the frames. Then, in the very last of the six meetings, the facilitator brings
this up to a meta-level:

Example 10A
Facilitator: What we agree and disagree on is a question of what the dialogue is
about. Is it a showdown/force measurement? Is it an entrance to [the governmental
authority] and an opportunity to influence them? Is it okay with what is in the invita-
tion to the dialogue, that it is about conversation and about understanding or how
much is it possible to work politically within the framework of the dialogue? […] My
opinion is that this is not a wrestling match. Important things come to the surface

“I don’t know if we should have that discussion now” 219



independently of the number of people who speaks for it. We must continue to listen
and understand how others view the issues.

The facilitator comments that the frames have been exceeded several times. She
combines formulating questions and summarizing claims according to her read-
ing of the situation. Being at the very last meeting, this does not so much function
to reconstruct the frames but rather to verbalize, contextualize and maybe assess
the common experiences of frame management in the process.

When scanning through our corpus searching for episodes in which doubts
about frames are articulated and negotiated, we were surprised not to find any
cases in which these doubts, their background reasons, and future consequences
were investigated jointly and in-depth, resulting in some kind of shared, con-
firmed understanding of how the actual processes with their frames relate to the
perceived needs and wishes of the participants. Instead, all the different methods
for expressing doubts about the frames seemed to result in either a closure of the
question about the frames or in unclear and unarticulated tensions between dif-
ferent views on what the frames mean and how they can be negotiated. We also
recognize that when participants express an explicit critique of the frames con-
straining the meaningfulness of the process, they remain involved in the process.

6. Discussion and recommendations

Collaborative governance within NRM relies on dialogical forums where people
can negotiate complex issues through conversations (e.g., van den Hove 2000;
Waylen et al. 2015). In this paper, we have investigated situations where frames
around these discussions are negotiated in the conversations between its partici-
pants.

Participants in collaborative processes orient themselves toward the explicit
and implicit procedural frames for the interaction. These frames are most visible
when they are questioned or transgressed, and when violations – or potential vio-
lations – are commented on by the participants. In this paper, we have analyzed
how frame negotiations are initiated, what happens during these negotiations, and
what they lead to in terms of if and how the frames change, and we demonstrate
this through different examples. The overarching observation is that the partici-
pants are indeed jointly navigating around frames of different sorts. It is through
these negotiations that the frames are enacted, re-established, or changed.

To summarise, we see two main ways to initiate frame negotiations. One pro-
cedure for this is when a participant explicitly questions the frames, for exam-
ple, by questioning the purpose of the collaborative process or its usefulness if
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the mandate is perceived as too limited. Another way is when a participant, or
a facilitator, comments on the frames because they perceive that someone has
transgressed them. We note that frame negotiations seem to be closed after only
a few turns. It may be the person who brought up the issue of limited frames,
who also acknowledges the relevance or necessity of the limitations, and then
drops the question. In other instances, a question about the frames is raised, or
a transgression is noticed, and another participant clarifies the existing frames.
All participants then act and respond as if they accept these frames, thus closing
the negotiation. However, the questioning of the frame is occasionally brought up
again later, or a person may repeatedly transgress the same frame. Frame nego-
tiations then play out over many turns, sometimes over more than one meeting.
In these cases, it often seems at first glance like the negotiation is closed after a
few turns, but questioning or transgression of a particular frame keeps recurring.
Moreover, it is often not quite clear whether the frames have been renegotiated
or not. For example, issues that have decidedly been considered by the group as
off-topic are brought up again and are discussed by the group as if they were now
considered appropriate issues within the frames of the process, and then, in later
turns, they are yet again dismissed as being off-topic, leaving the unarticulated
tensions unresolved – doubts about the frames remain. We find it interesting that
although doubts about the frames of a collaborative process take a lot of time and
are expressed as being of constitutive importance to the process and the partici-
pants, to the extent that they sometimes say that changed frames are a condition
for their future participation, these questions rarely result in any deeper investiga-
tion of frames or the underlying motives for redefining them.

In order to discuss the consequences of closures of doubts and negotiations
of procedural frames, we argue that it is important to connect to the criteria of
normative dialogue suggested in the literature and included (although vaguely
formulated) in the emic expectations of natural resource management. Dialogue
is expected to be a conversation with more openness and more appreciation of
differences than other conversations (Johansson 2018; Innes and Booher 2018;
Coleman and Stern 2018). We suggest that the premature and unclear closures of
doubts about frames hamper the core quality of dialogical conversations because
of the uncertainties it creates. As suggested by Habermas (2007), dialogue should
consist of a joint investigation of disagreements, knowledge, legitimacy, and sin-
cerity. When the relevance of the procedural frames, and the impact these frames
have on actors’ ability to represent their perspectives in the dialogue, cannot be
discussed until all participants understand the frames and the different perspec-
tives on the frames, then Habermas’ (2007) criteria of communicative rationality
can of course not be achieved either. This undermines the entire justification for
the collaborative processes and the emic talk about dialogue.

“I don’t know if we should have that discussion now” 221



This raises questions about why conversations about doubts of the procedural
frames are closed before comprehension is reached. Why are there no further dis-
cussions around the participants’ doubts, and what are the consequences of this
ambivalence regarding the frames for the collaborative process and governance
of natural resources? It has been suggested by scholars that the sincerity of the
democratic ambitions is dubious (Cooke and Kothari 2001), but we rather pro-
pose three norms and a fourth condition, which we argue are shaping the interac-
tion and hamper the joint investigation of the frames.

In these kinds of collaborative processes, the legitimacy of the process comes
from the fact that all relevant stakeholders are being represented. There seems to
be a normative assumption that it is important to include participants in a dia-
logue process. The initiating public authority, facilitators and other participants
need all participants to remain engaged. To maintain this legitimacy, it is strate-
gic to avoid activities which clarify to participants that the process will prevent
them from doing what is important to them since such clarity would justify exits.
Hence, indistinctness and ambiguity about frames can, at least in the short run,
give the impression that it is, or may be, valuable for an actor to stay in the process
and argue for their stake. Hence, when negotiations about the frames appear in
a culture of ambiguity, in which participants do not know if and how negotia-
tions of frames can be done, it can, paradoxically, maintain the legitimacy of the
process. In order not to risk exits due to clear articulation of the narrowness of
the frames, there is a co-constructed avoidance of scrutinizing the frames since
this might result in some participants deciding to leave the process if the frames
turn out to be in ways they cannot align with. The sense of inclusion or even
attendance is given priority over profound engagement and clarity about different
views about the frames. We call this normative inclusiveness.

The second normativity concerns the experienced difficulty in investigating
differences. The differences in perspectives between stakeholders are often well-
known to everyone and are articulated in numerous forums before these perspec-
tives are expressed in any given collaborative process. In other words, “everyone”
already knows what opinions certain actors have, to the point that it is presumed
that the honesty and open-mindedness to investigate and learn from each other
are lacking. Hence, when doubts about the process are articulated, rather than
being read as a desire to improve dialogue, they can be seen and treated as a con-
tinuation or reproduction of these well-known perspectives, resulting in a shared
sense that there is little hope for success in discussing them yet one more time.
Hence, while the essence of dialogue should be to investigate and increase under-
standing jointly, many participants may interpret attempts at establishing better
frames for dialogue as attempts by some participants to impose a form of consen-
sus around their own position. We call this normative consensus.
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The output of these collaborative processes is often a text document and, as
we have shown in the analysis, activities that contribute to the production of text
are preferred over activities that slow down the production or increase complex-
ity. Discussions about frames might induce a mutual sense of stress about not pro-
ducing, not performing, which might motivate leaving doubts about frames aside,
even when they have been articulated. We call this guiding principle the norma-
tive performativity, and it is in line with previous arguments that the efficiency of
the meeting is given higher priority than the inclusion of all voices (Blackstock
2009; Waylen et al. 2015, Cinque et al. 2022).

Although the problems investigated and discussed in these collaborative
processes are often very concrete – dead reindeer, protective culling on wolfs, cut-
ting or not cutting forest – the output of the collaborative processes is abstract
text documents with unclear function in governance and decision making, text
documents such as strategies, guidelines, policy briefs, indicators, etc. Hence, it is
unclear to the participants how these texts will influence their lifeworld, and thus
it is unclear how insisting on doubts of frames will result in changes in terms of
the survival of reindeer, wolves, or forests. This uncertainty is articulated in the
expression of doubts about frames, but it works both ways: there might also be
uncertainty concerning the meaningfulness of insisting on articulating the need
for different frames.

One emerging question from our research is why participants who express
doubts about frames or face responses and sanctions for exceeding frames con-
tinue participating in the meetings. Throughout the five collaborative processes
we have studied, we have only seen two of all the participating organizations leave
the process. This actually attracted some attention in public media, which we
interpret as the act of leaving being considered an unexpected reaction to what
happens in the processes. These exits were done more than one year after the
participants started questioning the procedural frames and the legitimacy of the
process, which – as we have demonstrated – generated minor interactional con-
sequences in the dialogue meetings. We know of some cases where participating
organizations or persons have acted outside the frames of the process and, for
example, produced debate articles to argue for their stake in other forums and
other ways than the dialogic conversations of the collaborative process, but this is
a minor issue in our extensive empirical material and in opposition to how it has
been described by others in similar contexts (Anguelovski 2011). The participants
say in interviews that they are present because their organizations have asked
them to, and they do not want to risk missing the chance to have an influence
or at least to monitor what is happening in issues where they have a stake. At the
same time, this can lead to tensions since having such an agenda is counterpro-
ductive and against the proposed frames for the dialogue process, which is to have
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conversations for increased understanding, not for convincing others of your own
standpoint. In the public participation literature, there are abundant case stud-
ies of collaborative governance dialogues in which stakeholders exit the dialogue
since the frames of the dialogue do not allow them to represent and defend their
stake (Davies 2007; Anguelovski 2011; Mannarini and Talò 2013; Moog, Spicer
and Böhm 2015). However, this literature does not display how these frames are
negotiated in the dialogue prior to the exit. In this paper, we have shown that
such negotiations of frames take place, although they are mutually and repeatedly
closed due to what we call inclusive normativity, consensus normativity, and per-
formance normativity and the double-edged ambiguity of unclear frames, which
motivate both the questioning and the acceptance of the unclear frames. This
leads to a question with implications for policy and practice: Why is this avoid-
ance of more in-depth negotiations about the frames something to vex about?

The typical anticipated approach to this from political science scholars inter-
ested in governance would probably be that collaborative processes do not func-
tion when the mandate of the process is unclear or too limited. Our approach is
rather that the potential and fate of the collaborative processes lie in the extent
to which its participants manage to discuss the mandate as part of the frames of
the process and how to use it. What we have found through our research is the
paradox that the processes are justified because of the possibilities of the dialogi-
cal qualities, but as soon as differences come to the surface, accentuated in doubts
and negotiations about the frames, they are jointly closed. Hence, paradoxically,
the entire justification of the collaborative processes is counteracted due to the
avoidance of anticipated risk of what will come to the surface and the norms of
inclusiveness, consensus, and performance. We propose that instead, participants
and especially process facilitators need to presume that frames will be the issue
of investigation. Cases where this does not happen, cases that are similar to the
ones in our corpus, would, in the long run, undermine societal processes and the
commitment of participants if the potentially important critique of the frames is
ignored.

Based on these findings, we propose a norm for the interaction in the collab-
orative processes that participants cultivate their joint capacity to investigate and
clarify differences in opinions, perspectives and understandings concerning the
frames of the dialogue. We argue that these joint investigations also have a value
when it is unclear how this immediately leads to a decision or results in a written
product.
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