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To better understand the relationship between collaborative process and results, we
interviewed participants of an inactive collaborative group and analyzed their perceptions of success and the role of consensus in the group’s process and outcomes.
The main objective of the Intermountain Public Land Cooperative (IMPLC, a
pseudonym) was to craft a consensus community alternative for the local Bureau
of Land Management (BLM) resource area’s Resource Management Plan. Participants perceived many benefits from collaboration, including improved communication and relationships, and high-quality input to the BLM planning process.
However, the group was unable to reach consensus and one-quarter of those interviewed indicated that they were less likely to collaborate in the future due to their
IMPLC experience. The IMPLC case highlights both benefits and costs of using
consensus in collaboration.
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Multistakeholder collaboration has demonstrated potential value in resolving natural resource conflicts and creating and implementing management plans (Brunner
2002; Conley and Moote 2003; Daniels and Walker 2001; Innes and Booher 2010;
Sabatier et al. 2005; Schuett and Selin 2002; Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000). In particular, collaboration has been advanced as a means to increase the social accountability and legitimacy of decisions (Daniels and Walker 2001; Weber 2003;
Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000), build trust and strengthen social networks (Paulson
1998; Pretty and Smith 2004; Schuett and Selin 2002; Wagner and FernandezGimenez 2008), and promote creative decisions that are more representative of
stakeholders and their interests (Daniels and Walker 2001; Innes and Booher
1999; O’Leary and Bingham 2003; Susskind et al. 1999).
Increasingly, land management agencies are embracing collaborative approaches
to natural resource management (Daniels and Walker 2001; Weber 2003;
Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000). However, critics caution that collaboration can disenfranchise local (Lane 2003) and distant stakeholders (McClosky 1999), privilege local
voices or certain resource uses (Hibbard and Madsen 2003), require unreasonable
amounts of time, lead to compromise solutions (Kenney 2000), delegitimize conflict
(McClosky 1999; Peterson et al. 2005), evade established environmental regulations,
and weaken rather than strengthen the principles of democracy and democratic
accountability (Brunner 2002; McCarthy 2005; Moote 2008; Weber 2003). While collaborative processes promote stakeholder engagement in decision making, these critiques point to potential shortcomings of collaboration. In this article, we focus on
community-based collaborative resource management, which we define as a group of
diverse stakeholders who convene voluntarily to work on natural resource policy,
planning, or management issues specific to a particular location (Wagner and
Fernandez-Gimenez 2008).
This study of the Intermountain Public Lands Cooperative (IMPLC, a pseudonym), an inactive community-based collaborative group, provides the opportunity to
learn from a consensus-building process that did not achieve its main goal. The
objectives of this research were to (1) investigate how IMPLC participants defined
success and perceived the outcomes of the process, and (2) explore the role of consensus decision making in relation to IMPLC outcomes and participants’ perceptions of success-seeking and the outcomes of the process. To place our research in
context, we first provide a brief synopsis of the IMPLC process, and situate our
study within the literature on assessing success and using consensus in collaborative
natural resource management.

Synopsis of the IMPLC Process
Prior to formation of the IMPLC, located in the Intermountain West of the United
States, stakeholders in the region experienced a long history of entrenched conflict
over land management. The IMPLC formed to deescalate these conflicts by identifying and addressing common interests among diverse and often adversarial stakeholders. The IMPLC was a self-organized group of citizens who had researched
the benefits of collaboration. Early on, the group created a habitat improvement
plan for one area of Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land. When the BLM
began its Resource Management Plan (RMP) revision process, the IMPLC’s goal
became to craft a consensus community alternative for the RMP. Staff members
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of the BLM’s national partnership office were brought to the site to provide on-site
training in collaboration to IMPLC members, and the BLM obtained a grant to
fund a professional facilitator external to the agency and the group.
IMPLC’s mailing list included 150 people, of whom 30–60 were active participants. Members included local elected officials, state and federal agencies, energy
industry representatives, off-highway vehicle and recreation interests, local citizens,
ranchers and farmers, wild horse advocates, conservationists, and wilderness and
environmental advocates. The main issues at stake involved competing proposals
for wilderness and energy development in the same location, as well as broader concerns about wildlife habitat and travel management throughout the resource area.
Prior to beginning work on the community alternative, IMPLC members
participated in several days of BLM-sponsored training on collaboration, and hired
an external evaluator to conduct a situation assessment. Group members then
interviewed and selected (by unanimous agreement) a professional facilitator, a
Harvard-trained mediator with extensive experience in high-profile conflicts. With
the facilitator’s guidance, IMPLC members developed ground rules for participation. As part of this effort, the participants insisted on a consensus decision rule,
believing that consensus would create a level playing field, promote more creative
decisions, and lead them to a community alternative they all could support. Neither
the facilitator nor the local BLM staff explicitly recommended consensus as a
decision-making standard. However, according to national BLM policy, should a
community alternative be developed by full consensus during the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process, that alternative, if appropriate, should
be the BLM’s preferred alternative (Taylor 2003). Consistent with this policy,
IMPLC members understood that if they came to consensus, the BLM would likely
adopt their alternative as the preferred alternative in the RMP. IMPLC participants’
interpretation of national BLM policy was a strong incentive for many to insist on a
consensus decision rule.
The IMPLC protocols described consensus as follows: ‘‘For the purposes of
IMPLC decision-making, all of the following definitions will be considered ‘consensus’: There is unanimous agreement among all participants present. All IMPLC
members present are willing to ‘live with’ the proposal. One or more members
present may register dissent, but do not wish to block IMPLC from action or agreement that would otherwise be possible except for their dissent.’’
The IMPLC met 23 times as a full group between 2002 and 2006, with the most
intensive meeting period during 2004–2006. Meetings often lasted 4–8 hours, and
many stakeholders travelled up to 10 hours round-trip to attend. The facilitator used
many strategies to help IMPLC members develop empathy and respect for one
another, articulate their interests, learn collaborative communication skills, assemble
needed technical expertise and information, and seek opportunities for constructive
bargaining among interest groups. The group reached agreement on several smaller
issues, but was unable to come to consensus on the major issues in the RMP. The
IMPLC stopped meeting in 2006 when funding for the facilitator ceased after
BLM and IMPLC members realized that the group would not achieve its goal of
a consensus community alternative for the RMP. The final BLM RMP and associated environmental impact statement (EIS) do not include a community alternative,
but do incorporate many of the concerns articulated through the IMPLC’s public
collaborative dialogue.
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Success in Collaboration
When assessing the performance of community-based collaboration, it is important
to consider how and by whom ‘‘success’’ is defined. Success can be defined in terms
of process (inclusiveness, fairness, and legitimacy), outputs (agreements, plans,
activities), and outcomes (changed social, economic, and ecological conditions)
(Koontz and Thomas 2006; Mandarano 2008). Success may be evaluated relative
to a group’s own goals or by applying independent criteria, and can be assessed
based on participants’ perceptions of and satisfaction with the process and outcomes, or by using more objective measures. Much of the research on consensus
building focuses on qualitative assessment of process and outputs, based on case studies (d’Estree and Colby 2004; Forester 2009; Gray 1989; Innes and Booher 2010;
O’Leary and Bingham 2003; Susskind and Cruikshank 1987), although quantitative
assessments have been attempted (Margerum 2002; Schively 2007).
The literature is replete with evaluation criteria, which build upon metrics proposed in the early work on consensus building, such as fairness, efficiency, wisdom,
and durability of agreements (Susskind and Cruikshank 1987), and include both
participants’ subjective perceptions of process and objective evaluations of criteria
such as procedural fairness (Gray 1989). The conflict resolution literature often
emphasizes outputs as primary evaluation criteria—specifically, the achievement
and quality of agreements (d’Estree and Colby 2004). Weber (2003) proposes democratic accountability as a criterion for evaluating grassroots ecosystem management
initiatives. As new ideas of complexity, resilience, and adaptive governance influence
the field, several scholars suggest that a broader and longer term metric of success is
the degree to which a collaboration results in multiple-loop learning, system adaptation, and diffusion of institutional innovations (Brunner et al. 2005; FernandezGimenez et al. 2008; Innes and Booher 2010; Steelman 2010).
Fewer studies have documented the social, economic, and environmental
outcomes of natural resource collaboration. Social outcomes, such as changes in
relationships and social capital, have been assessed using both qualitative and quantitative methods (Leach et al. 2002; Mandarano 2008; Mandarano 2009; Wagner and
Fernandez-Gimenez 2008), and existing research suggests that collaboration can
increase social capital but does not always result in increased trust (Wagner and
Fernandez-Gimenez 2008). Environmental and economic outcomes are challenging
to track and may take longer to develop (Koontz and Thomas 2006; Mandarano
2008; Wagner and Fernandez-Gimenez 2008), and establishing causal relationships
between collaborative planning and community-level economic or environmental
change may be difficult (Conley and Moote 2003; Koontz and Thomas 2006).
Leach et al. (2002) suggest that multiple success measures are necessary because
collaborative partnerships take on ‘‘multiple goals simultaneously,’’ but Pagdee et al.
(2006) caution that achieving all facets of success is a complicated and difficult task,
and Innes and Booher (1999) suggest that not all outcomes must be achieved in order
for a process to be considered successful. Some scholars have suggested that collaborative processes that do not reach their goals can still have positive effects (Conley
and Moote 2003; Innes and Booher 1999). However, when goals are not reached,
collaboration may come at a cost, including social capital that is ‘‘consumed rather
than built’’ (Conley & Moote, 2003, 373). For example, Margerum (2002) found that
failure to reach consensus on a key issue in one case, ‘‘has had a lasting impact on the
efficacy of planning’’ (183).
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Evaluation of collaborative processes should help increase our understanding
of the limits and potential of collaboration (Conley and Moote 2003). To make
recommendations on collaborative process design, we must also identify, measure, and analyze the process and contextual factors that influence success, and
the relationship between these factors and the group’s outputs and outcomes.
Logic and experience suggest that a well-designed and well-implemented collaborative process that produces desired outputs will lead to long-term improvements in social and potentially environmental conditions. Similarly, we expect
that a poor process with no or few desired outputs will not lead to positive
changes, and may have negative consequences. What happens, though, when
the process meets both subjective and objective criteria for success, but the
desired output is not attained? Can beneficial outcomes still be achieved? If there
are both positive and negative outcomes, what are the implications for collaborative process design?
This research explores participant perceptions and interpretations of success in
the IMPLC, addressing our first research question: How did IMPLC participants
define success and perceive outcomes of the collaborative process? We do not aim
to measure success, but rather to understand how IMPLC participants perceived
success, especially in light of their inability to reach consensus.

Consensus Decision Making
Collaborative natural resource management does not require consensus decision
making (Daniels and Walker 2001). However, consensus-building processes and
the use of a consensus decision rule are distinguishing characteristics of many natural
resource collaborations. Because IMPLC adopted a consensus decision-making rule,
its collaborative process was a consensus-seeking process, and thus we use the terms
collaborative process and consensus-seeking process interchangeably in referring to
the IMPLC’s deliberations.
In consensus-building processes, participants strive to create agreements that
all members can support, or at least not actively oppose, and that provide participating interests with better options than they could otherwise achieve (Daniels
and Walker 2001; Mansbridge 1980; Straus 2002; Susskind and Cruikshank
1987). Consensus building is thought to lead to more creative and durable solutions that are more readily implemented than those made through adversarial legal
or administrative processes, majority vote, positional bargaining, or individual
decision making (Fisher et al. 1991; Straus 2002; Susskind et al. 1999), while fostering mutual respect, learning, and improved communication and relationships
(Innes and Booher 1999). Recognized obstacles to consensus include deeply held
value, ideological, or cultural differences, insufficient incentives, and historical
relationships, although these challenges are not always insurmountable (Daniels
and Walker 2001; Forester 2009; Gray 1989). Consensus-seeking approaches
may be counterproductive when diverse views are sought or it is important to
recognize and honor participants’ different value systems (Daniels and Walker
2001; Peterson et al. 2005), or when an adversarial decision-making approach is
appropriate (Mansbridge 1980). When interdependence of parties is low and there
is little potential to identify common interests, consensus building is unlikely to
succeed. When poorly implemented or inappropriate to the situation, consensus
building may result in false consensus, where internal social pressure (intimidation)
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or external forces lead participants with minority views to withhold their opposition to a proposal (Daniels and Walker 2001; Mansbridge 1980; Toker 2004).
Such situations result in reinforcement of power disparities instead of leveling
the playing field (Mansbridge 1980; Toker 2004).
In this study, we sought to understand the relationship between the goal of
reaching consensus, the process of consensus building, and participants’ perceptions
of the IMPLC’s success, leading to our second research question: How did the goal
of consensus affect the collaborative process and participants’ perceptions of
IMPLC’s success?
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Methods
Data Collection
We interviewed 20 IMPLC participants between August and November 2008, using
semistructured, in-depth interviews. Participants were identified using a networking
method, and sampling continued until nearly all recommended participants had been
interviewed and at least one participant was interviewed from each stakeholder
group.
Interview questions covered a range of topics, including communication, conflict,
trust, collaborative process, consensus, and success in the IMPLC. Interviews ranged
from 30 minutes to 3 hours in length and were audio-recorded and transcribed.
In fall 2009, we conducted two meetings with local community members to
present research findings and get stakeholder feedback. These meetings allowed us
to cross-check our results and interpretations with both IMPLC participants and
other community members. In addition, members of the research team observed
many of the IMPLC meetings between 2004 and 2006 as participant observers,
and notes from these meetings were used to validate interviewees’ retrospective
perceptions of changes in communicative capacity and relationships among
participants.
Data Analysis
Interviews were coded using NVivo and Microsoft Excel. We used a modified
grounded theory approach (Fendt and Sachs 2008) to understand respondents’ perspectives on success, failure, consensus-based decision making, and the value of the
collaborative process, using a combination of open, axial, and selective coding
(Corbin and Strauss 1990; Starks and Trinidad 2007; Strauss and Corbin 1998).
First we coded the IMPLC interviews broadly for general themes, and then we
selected relevant sections for further analysis. We used open coding to categorize
portions of responses related to our research questions. We conducted a second
round of coding to make distinctions between perspectives on the IMPLC process,
consensus, and trust. Finally, through selective coding, recoding, and constant
comparison, themes were created to relate to the overall phenomenon. We also
identified emergent code categories, and compared interviews to identify themes
and variations within and among respondents and stakeholder groups. Indicators
of success, trust, and the role of consensus were compared with past research to
determine whether this case confirmed or contradicted current theory and past
research.
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Findings
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Research Question 1: IMPLC Participants’ Perceptions of Success and Outcomes
Our findings revealed two distinct ways of thinking about ‘‘success’’ in the IMPLC
articulated by nearly all respondents. First, success described whether or not goals
were reached. Second, success was defined in terms of other benefits of collaboration, revealing the widely shared perception that the group’s inability to reach its
main goal did not necessarily mean that it failed.
Respondents agreed that the IMPLC was unsuccessful in achieving its
self-imposed goal of crafting a community alternative for the RMP. However, indicators of success included improved communication, understanding, and relationships; the opportunity to provide better and more comprehensive input to the
BLM; and better representation of community and stakeholder interests in a public
forum resulting in a more carefully considered and well-informed RMP revision.
While some participants deemed the IMPLC a failure because it did not reach its
goal, all respondents described benefits from the process and most felt that these
were sufficient to consider the IMPLC simultaneously successful and a failure.
Participants often used the word ‘‘success’’ to describe the IMPLC in a way that
reached beyond the group’s primary goal, referring to increased understanding, communication, and in some cases trust. As one participant stated;
I have a positive view of the [IMPLC] and part of that is because I really
enjoyed it. And I really enjoyed it because I got to know so many people
from so many different backgrounds and interests and values and I really
understood, most of the time, where they were coming from. And so from
my point of view . . . that’s a success because we did build trust, we did
open lines of communication that weren’t open before.
While most participants did not say they enjoyed the process, many shared the view
that the outcomes from the IMPLC’s deliberations were enough to consider the
group a success despite lack of agreement on the RMP revision. In response to
the question ‘‘Was the IMPLC successful?’’ another participant replied:
Definitely. I think it made for a better plan. . . . And then I think that
the relationships that we built . . . relationships and communication
and trust and that type of thing. So I think in both those regards they
were successful.
All but one of the 20 interviewees found the IMPLC process useful and beneficial. Of these, 16 gave an unqualified and enthusiastic response to the question
of whether the process was useful, and three felt it was useful but were less enthusiastic or expressed some reservations. One respondent did not answer the question.
A couple of participants acknowledged the benefits but questioned the value of
the process, suggesting that the process may not have met the criterion of efficiency:
I do think that we’ve benefited from doing it. Now, was it worth it, well,
it’s hard to say . . . . In terms of time, in terms of the expense, we put a lot
of BLM expense and time into it, other stakeholders and participants put
a tremendous amount of time and expense into it. I mean, all the trips
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and traveling and money spent on that kind of stuff, geez, you know.
And I don’t know how you measure that. Was it worth it? I don’t know.
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Another participant stated that the IMPLC was able to come to agreement
on many smaller issues, but could not agree on the core topics for the RMP
revision.
But there were three main [issues] that really didn’t get consensus, the
hardest ones consensus wasn’t achieved. So, [the IMPLC] was phenomenally successful at giving BLM upfront opinion[s] on a plan. Hands down,
in this nation, there’s not a BLM plan that will come out as well vetted as
this draft does. And . . . there will be less controversy over this BLM
plan’s draft, than any other plan in the nation because of it. There are still
core areas that we didn’t work through. But the organization is a huge
success, because it gave BLM community perspectives on topics that . . .
[the] BLM would have never even thought of that this group brought
forward . . . . Hugely successful when it came to BLM doing an RMP
[revision].
This participant uses both meanings of success by stating that IMPLC was not successful in reaching consensus on the core issues (energy development, wilderness, and
wildlife), but the group was successful in achieving high-quality conversation. Others
shared this view:
[There were areas where we] didn’t reach consensus, and that doesn’t
matter. Let me be clear about that. What matters, is BLM heard the differing views. They would never have heard those views without [the
IMPLC]. So it doesn’t matter that we didn’t agree on things. The point
is when BLM . . . went back to write that plan, they knew where every side
was coming from, and they had the knowledge to make the best balance
they could.
While the IMPLC was generally considered successful in improving relationships and a failure in accomplishing goals, questions remain about how participants
will apply what they learned from the IMPLC to future collaborative efforts. In
many cases, participants reported that they would participate again if given the
chance. Although respondents also related feelings of frustration, loss and anger
about the IMPLC, most believed they got something out of the process, and that
they or the larger community benefited from the IMPLC. In the words of one
participant, ‘‘I’m sure I gained more than I lost personally.’’
However, this response was not universal, and some participants expressed significant misgivings about engaging in future collaborative efforts. Many participants
believed that while transparency, friendships, and sometimes respect for other participants grew out of the process, trust in other participants, and particularly in the
interest groups they represented, did not. The following quotations illustrate these
feelings of distrust:
I’d say, for me, I probably had more trust in the beginning than I did
towards the end. . . . I went into it open, willing to collaborate.
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For me, [trust] decreased. I started out trusting people more than I do
now . . . because I feel that people were not honestly there to compromise
on points.
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I think in some cases [participants] did find that they could at least communicate with each other but I don’t think they ever trusted each other
and I don’t think they do today. You know I think if anything, what it
did was show them they were right . . . not trusting.
The group’s inability to reach consensus combined with distrust about the
motives of other stakeholders undermined some participants’ confidence in collaboration as an effective approach to addressing conflict: ‘‘It burned me out on trying to
work with people is what the IMPLC did to me.’’ The IMPLC process discouraged
this respondent from participating in future collaborative efforts. The same participant went on to say that one thing he learned from the IMPLC process was to identify deal-breakers early on. He applied this lesson by not attempting collaboration on
another natural resource issue in a different setting:
It educated [me] as to what to watch out for in the future. And that saved
our tail . . . on [the other collaborative effort] because we knew right up
front, ‘‘alright, let’s find out the deal breakers upfront where [we] can’t
go through this.’’ And it was actually thanks to [another participant,
who] said, ‘‘alright, we’ll be collaborative, but only if right up front,
you identify your deal breakers or things you won’t give on,’’ and that
was awesome because . . . we realized we were not going to agree on a couple key issues for [that group] and we just abandoned the meetings, and
agreed to fight.
This comment raises questions about the long-term outcomes of collaborations that
do not reach their goals. Several respondents felt that their major lesson from the
IMPLC was to opt out of collaboration, because it cannot meet their needs. At least
five participants (25% of interviewees) stated that their experience in the IMPLC
would make them more cautious about participating in future collaborative efforts.
In the words of another participant: ‘‘We got nowhere. . . . In my opinion, it certainly
put [a] cautionary tale on any future collaborative efforts.’’
In sum, the IMPLC consensus-seeking process encouraged participation and
helped participants to appreciate and respect one another. Individual relationships
improved; participants better understood others’ perspectives and were able to communicate more effectively. The BLM also received extensive and high-quality input
on the RMP revision. The influence of the process on interpersonal trust and trust
among stakeholder groups was mixed and difficult to interpret. For at least a quarter
of the participants, the failure to reach consensus exacerbated mistrust among some
stakeholder groups and led to a more negative attitude toward collaboration and a
diminished likelihood of participating in future collaborative efforts.
Research Question 2: The Role of Consensus in the IMPLC
IMPLC participants chose and were committed to consensus-based decision making.
After the process, all but one participant agreed that consensus probably was not
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possible, given the group’s composition and goals. However, despite the agreed-upon
definition of consensus in the group’s ground rules, participants’ understanding of
consensus varied. Some IMPLC participants contrasted consensus with voting systems, while others believed that a consensus process gave participants veto power,
which made it a nonmajority process, and therefore a safer way to participate. These
differences of perception are important to understanding how participants evaluated
the consensus process, as well as their knowledge of alternative decision-making
systems.
To assess the role of consensus in the IMPLC, we asked participants two questions: (1) Was a consensus community alternative possible? (2) Was consensus
decision making required to achieve a useful and productive process?
Was Consensus Possible? The IMPLC’s goals, core controversies, and membership were the primary hurdles to reaching consensus on the RMP. Only one of the 20
interviewees thought that, given more time, a consensus agreement would have been
possible. Fifteen respondents stated that the IMPLC definitely would not have been
able to come to consensus on the core issues for the RMP revision. Four respondents
thought consensus was unlikely, and probably would never have occurred. That fact
that a majority of respondents believed that the IMPLC would never have reached
consensus suggests that a consensus community alternative for the RMP was an
unrealistic goal for this group. Participants gave a variety of explanations for why
the IMPLC was unable to achieve consensus. Participants from all stakeholder
groups believed they would never be able to agree on the core issues before the
IMPLC, energy development and wilderness designations. At least half of those
interviewed observed that consensus was not possible given the group’s size, diversity, polarized views on these issues, and open process, which allowed new members
to join at any time.
The core issues in the RMP revision were associated with incompatible values
about and goals for natural resources, grounded in a highly utilitarian view on
one hand and a strongly preservationist perspective on the other. The IMPLC
experienced entrenched conflict as a result of these fundamentally incompatible
value sets. One participant highlighted the intensity of the issues and the improbability of consensus:
We weren’t able to collaborate. In general . . . I mean, . . . we have our
locked-in positions and people were not willing to, they say you don’t
use the word compromise in collaboration, but a reality is you do have
to compromise. If you want one hundred percent of the land to be grazed,
anything less is a compromise, and just the opposite if you want one hundred percent preserved, anything less would be compromise and most
people were not willing to compromise on any of the key issues.
Participants were skeptical about others’ incentives to reach agreement on
key issues:
It changed over time. I think people were more willing to look at compromise solutions over time. [But] overall, people went into it thinking, ‘‘I’m
going into this process, either because I’m going to get what I want out of
this process, or I’m going to make damn sure they don’t get what they
want out of the process.’’
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Three-quarters (15) of the interviewees cited participants’ lack of willingness or
incentive to collaborate as reasons for the failure to reach consensus. Most of these
perceived themselves as willing to compromise and collaborating in good faith, but
others from opposing stakeholder groups as disingenuous. Regardless of value orientation or stakeholder group, many participants distrusted others’ intentions.
Was the Goal of Consensus Required to Achieve a Useful Process? Fifteen of the
20 respondents understood and answered this question. Of these, four stated a definite ‘‘yes,’’ that in order to attain the benefits of the process, consensus decision making was required. Six respondents said ‘‘yes, probably,’’ expressing agreement with
the statement but without complete certainty. Three people said ‘‘no,’’ they did
not think consensus was required for the process to have been beneficial, and two
respondents said they were unsure. Overall, nearly all participants felt the process
was beneficial to some degree and that consensus was not possible. Of these, nine
also thought, to varying degrees, that the goal of consensus was needed in order
for the process to have the benefits it did.
One participant articulated what they learned from the IMPLC process and
consensus this way:
If someone came up to me and said, ‘‘Should we go through this in our
community?’’ I’d say ‘‘Yes, it was worth it.’’ But I’d advise somebody:
‘‘you got your tough areas, don’t expect consensus on them.’’ I expected
consensus on those tough areas, and I was wrong . . . I think I’d do what
we did on [another more recent collaborative effort]. I’d say ‘‘okay, raise
your hand if you’re never going to give on this subject and give me a justification why.’’ And I’d just avoid them.
Another participant explained that the goal of consensus was initially necessary
to get participation, but later became an obstacle to reaching their goals:
I think [the goal of consensus decision making] was necessary. It ultimately prevented [the IMPLC] from reaching its success, but given that
I don’t think it could have ever reached that success, I’d say it was a good
thing to do process-wise.
A different participant stated:
You couldn’t have one without the other. I mean, without consensusbased decision making we had no reason to be together. So it helped,
because it helped keep, you know a civil discourse . . . without [consensus]
you have no basis for discussion.
Yet another stated that they only participated because of the commitment to consensus, saying, ‘‘Well I don’t think we [would] have come to the table . . . if it wasn’t
consensus-based.’’ This participant, like others, felt that consensus was the only
way to ensure a fair process and manage the power inequalities in the IMPLC. Participants who expressed this view felt they would have been marginalized in a
majority-vote decision-making process.
All of these participants voiced the common sentiment that consensus-based
decision making helped the group to continue a productive conversation and attempt
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to maximize everyone’s gain. However, commitment to consensus also made it
impossible to achieve their goal of a community alternative for the RMP.
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Discussion
In the introduction, we posed the question: What are the outcomes of a consensusseeking process when the process is well implemented but the desired output (a
consensus decision) is not achieved? Existing theory and empirical work suggest that
collaboration can yield many benefits even if it does not achieve all of its goals
(Conley and Moote 2003; Innes and Booher 1999, 2010), and successful collaborations can lead to system-wide changes in governance and resilience (Innes and
Booher 2010), but that ‘‘failed’’ collaborations sometimes exact a high cost in terms
of future collaborative relationships (Conley and Moote 2003). Our results suggest
that a process that participants perceive as legitimate and beneficial may have both
positive and negative outcomes. In the IMPLC, the group’s commitment to the
shared goal of reaching consensus and, consequently, to consensus-seeking as a process for achieving that goal, made the perceived benefits possible, but also undermined the group’s ability to craft a community alternative for the RMP. Thus,
while consensus seeking lent legitimacy to the process, kept participants motivated
and engaged, and created opportunities for increased learning and mutual understanding, it also contributed to unrealistic expectations and ultimately disappointment and disillusionment among participants when agreement was not reached.
This disappointment, in turn, discouraged some participants from investing in future
collaborative efforts. In the IMPLC, short-term social outcomes did not translate
into future collaborative capacity or diffusion of collaboration as an institutional
innovation, as others have predicted or observed (Brunner et al. 2005; Innes and
Booher 1999, 2010; McKinney and Field 2008; Steelman 2010). It is still early to
assess the long-term outcomes of the IMPLC, but our results from 2008, two years
after the group ceased to meet, support Conley and Moote’s (2003) hypothesis
about the potential costs of failed collaboration. The IMPLC was a case in which
participants holding opposing views were unable to reach consensus, because they
perceived that there was no meaningful agreement they all could support without
compromising their core values and interests (Paulson 1998; Rasmussen and
Brunson 1996).
If the IMPLC consensus-seeking process met objective and subjective criteria
for success, why was the desired output—consensus—not achieved? Participants
were largely satisfied with the IMPLC process, even when they found it frustrating. The process met typical objective criteria of success: The full range of stakeholders participated and the process was open, inclusive, and transparent; it was
professionally facilitated with clear and unanimously supported ground rules
devised by the membership; members agreed on their shared goal; and participants engaged in extensive mutual learning, education, and information
exchange.
One possible explanation is that participants’ interests and underlying values
were at odds, and despite gaining empathy, understanding, and respect for one
another, they never achieved a sense of interdependence sufficient for them to
identify a mutual-gains solution. Members found it impossible to arrive at creative
solutions that would ‘‘expand the pie’’ when their desired futures for a specific
piece of land were fundamentally different. There was no space for interest-based
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bargaining because there was nothing for them to trade. IMPLC participants were
overly optimistic about each other’s willingness or ability to negotiate, and their
inability to find a mutual gains solution undermined trust in one another and confidence in collaboration as a means to overcome natural resource conflicts. If there
was a flaw in the IMPLC process, it was that the primary facilitator was not hired
in time to conduct the conflict assessment. Had she done the assessment herself,
the facilitator, group members, and the BLM might have realized at the outset that
some interests’ best alternatives to a negotiated settlement (BATNAs) were more
attractive to them, despite the risk entailed, than agreements that other parties
could support. Instead, these parties’ BATNAs remained undisclosed until collaboration broke down, leading to feelings of mistrust and betrayal on the part of
participants who believed everyone was negotiating in good faith. Yet if the group
had not aspired to consensus and their primary shared goal, many of the participants would never have come to the table or stayed there as long as they did,
and other benefits of the process, including a well-informed BLM decision and
agreement on smaller issues, would have been foregone. IMPLC participants
viewed the consensus rule as essential to a legitimate process and hence their
participation, but also recognized, in hindsight, that this goal led inevitably to
gridlock.

Implications for Collaborative Practice and Research
The IMPLC’s experience suggests that proponents of and participants in natural
resource collaboration should carefully consider the potential costs and benefits of
committing to a consensus-based decision-making process, and especially using
achievement of a consensus decision as a primary standard for success. While the
IMPLC’s goal of consensus helped cultivate a process that was perceived by many
as successful due to improved communication, relationship building, extensive deliberation, and high-quality input to the BLM, costs were also accrued. Commitment to
an unrealistic goal led to failure in attaining the group’s major objective. Further, the
inability to reach consensus resulted in participant burnout and reluctance to collaborate on other projects. As Mansbridge (1980) suggests, consensus may be appropriate at some points in a collaborative process, but it may be necessary and even
desirable to alternate consensus with other decision-making strategies, depending
on the context. Greater transparency among participants, or a more thorough situation assessment, might have helped the group see, earlier on, insurmountable obstacles to agreement.
In the case of IMPLC, reaching consensus on a community alternative was
a self-imposed standard of success. In similar situations in the future, it may be
helpful for the natural resource agency to clarify its own standards for the group’s
success, which may not require consensus. Similarly, facilitators can assist a group
to set realistic expectations for outputs and outcomes, and help them value progress made on smaller issues, as well as the process of distinguishing among issues
on which consensus is feasible from those where an alternative decision process or
rule is required.
From a research perspective, this case study suggests that more nuanced examination of collaborative processes would be useful, particularly studies that compare
the process, outputs, and outcomes of consensus and other decision-making
approaches. In addition, research that explores the causal links among collaborative
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process, outputs, and outcomes over longer time spans would improve understanding and practice of natural resource collaboration.
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