
	   1 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Abigail M. Sigmon for the degree of Master of Public Policy presented on March 13, 2014 

Title: Combined Collaborative Governance Approaches: A Case Study of the Blackfoot 
Community Conservation Area in Western Montana 

 
Abstract Approved: 

_________________________________________________________ 
Brent Steel 

 

The Blackfoot Community Conservation Area (BCCA) was created in response to a degrading 

natural environment coupled with a weakening community.  The BCCA is a community owned 

5,609-acre forest located in the heart of the Blackfoot watershed in Western Montana.  Fearful of 

development and the creation of subdivisions, landowners banded together, believing that their 

combined effort would prove more effective than top-down, government decisions.  This study 

compliments previous research and combines Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and Development 

(IAD) framework (2007), and both frameworks for collaborative governance developed by 

Ansell and Gash (2007) and Weber (2013).   The results of this study suggest that the BCCA has 

been effective and successful in promoting positive environmental changes because of the 

existence of the main principles of collaborative governance. 
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 The Blackfoot Challenge, a community effort in Western Montana focused on 

environmental conservation and the preservation of rural life, is a commendable example of 

successful collaborative governance (Coughlin, Hoben, Manskopf, and Quesada, 1999: 3).  Born 

out of threats of over-development and a decrease in environmental health, the Blackfoot 

Challenge has proven successful in addressing environmental concerns since its charter in 1993.  

Located in Western Montana, the Blackfoot River watershed covers 1.5 million acres.  During 

the late 1980s, the Blackfoot watershed was home to numerous threatened and endangered 

species, degrading ecosystem health, poor water quality, and was constantly under the threat of 

invasive noxious weeds (Ash Institute, 2006: 1).  However, by the 1990s, the Blackfoot 

Watershed has been revitalized and much of the ecosystem restored through the efforts of the 

Blackfoot Challenge. 

 The Blackfoot River watershed has a history of ranching dating back to the mid 1800s.  

With homesteaders traveling along the Oregon Trail through the Blackfoot Watershed, early 

Jesuit missionaries and traders saw the Blackfoot River watershed as a valuable location for 

ranching and commerce.  Nearing the end of the 1800s, open and free-range farming were 

widespread throughout Montana.  Also at this time, investors from Texas, England, France and 

Scotland began introducing cattle to that area (Wilson, 2008).  Currently, 20% of the land in the 

Blackfoot River watershed is used for ranching (Neudecker, 2013).   

During the 1970s, landowners began organizing in order to address pressures on their 

ranching, rural lifestyles.  Fearful of development and the creation of subdivisions, landowners 

banded together, believing that their combined effort would prove more effective than top-down, 

government decisions.  In 1975, the landowners proposed a plan that included fishing locations 

access along the Blackfoot River to recreationists. According to Little, “it succeeded because an 
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entire community backed it, and every politician and agency official who questioned it knew 

that” (2005: 35-37).   

Additionally, in 1976, the novel “A River Runs Through It” by Norman Maclean was 

published.  This novel, set in the Blackfoot River watershed, depicts the area as pristine, idyllic, 

and full of fish waiting to be caught.  The area experienced an increase in recreational activities 

during the 1970s and again after the novel was developed into a film in 1992 (Sullivan, 1997).  

Home to native bull and Westslope cutthroat trout, trout fishing hit “rock-bottom” in the 1980s 

because of a huge decline in populations due to riparian damage and pollution.  To address this 

decline, private landowners and invested recreationists joined together with Trout Unlimited and 

created the Big Blackfoot Chapter of Trout Unlimited.   

 The Blackfoot Challenge was formally organized as a 501(c)(3) in 1993. However, there 

were definitive trends toward collaboration and community involvement dating as far back as 

1972.  During that time, the Northwest Regional Director of The Nature Conservancy began a 

string of meetings at the Lubrecht Experimental Forest – a 28,000-acre forest owned by the 

Montana Forest and Conservation Experiment Station of the University of Montana and the 

Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation.  Initial meetings proved fruitless, 

but by 1974 the state Senate of Montana passed conservation easement legislation once they 

became more educated on the issues surrounding that area (The Blackfoot Challenge – A 

Watershed Reclaimed, 2005).   

 The Blackfoot Challenge was not created to address any singular issue.  Instead, the 

Blackfoot Challenge was formed to address issues as they impacted the Blackfoot River valley.  

The mission statement of the Blackfoot Challenge is “To enhance, conserve, and protect the 

natural resources and rural lifestyle of the Blackfoot River Valley for present and future 
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generations”.  The Blackfoot Challenge consists of a four-person executive committee and a 

twelve-person board of directors (BCCA, 2007:1).  Since its creation in 1993, the Blackfoot 

Challenge has focused on five main projects (See Figure 1): (1) the Blackfoot Drought 

Committee; (2) Partners for Conservation; (3) The Blackfoot Trumpeter Swan Restoration 

Program; (4) The Wildlife Committee Wolf Activity Report; and (5) The Blackfoot Community 

Conservation Area (BCCA).  The BCCA is a community owned 5,609-acre forest located in the 

heart of the Blackfoot watershed (Management Plan for the Core, 2007). 

 

 

Figure 1.  The five main projects of the Blackfoot Challenge.   

 

The Blackfoot Challenge and the BCCA have developed into exemplary collaborative 

environmental efforts.  As such, past research of the Blackfoot Challenge has addressed the 

collaboration’s history, design, and outcomes (Coughlin et al., 1999).  There are numerous past 

interviews of Blackfoot Challenge stakeholders (Weber, 2009).  However, this research has only 

examined the contexts under which this collaboration has been successful.  Research is devoid of 

an evaluative framework applied to the Blackfoot Challenge.  This study applies three 

collaborative governance models to examine the interviews and data collected in order to 
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understand why the BCCA has been so successful at combining community input into positive 

changes in environmental health.   

To understand the success of the Blackfoot Challenge and the BCCA, this study will first 

provide a literature review concerning the history of the Blackfoot River Valley, the Blackfoot 

Challenge, and the BCCA. Next I will present the Ansell and Gash collaborative governance 

model, the principles for collaborative governance by Weber, and the Institutional Analysis and 

Development (IAD) framework by Ostrom.  Next, the paper will outline the methods under 

which qualitative interviews of key stakeholders were collected and subsequent data analyzed.  A 

discussion of the models applied to the Blackfoot Challenge will prove further insight into the 

success of the Blackfoot Challenge.   
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Literature Review 

Collaborative Ecosystem Management 

 Collaborative governance has more recently been used as a form of policy creation and 

management within natural resource management.  It is noted that this recent trend of policy 

formation began in the late 1980s as “traditional” forms of policymaking were ineffective, 

alienating, and poorly managed.  Collaborative ecosystem management (CEM) emerged as a 

response to these failed policies in the hopes that ongoing conflict would be replaced with 

successful communication and effective policy implementation  (Vig and Kraft, 2009: 187).  Vig 

and Kraft continue to state that CEM is a process by which resource management is addressed 

through “cooperative solutions” via the six following ways: (1) using ecological boundaries to 

control resources; (2) foster communication between all stakeholders involved; (3) focus on 

voluntary participation of stakeholders; (4) aim towards consensus-based decision making; (5) 

focus on building “trust-based policy networks”; and, (6) incorporating scientific analysis into 

the policymaking process (2009: 198).   

Community Forests.  The ways in which natural resources are managed is a highly 

debated topic throughout the policy world.  Because of failed top-down regulation policies, 

community management of natural resources is gaining more momentum as a preferred policy 

process (Weber, 2009).  More specifically, community forestry has become a recent impetus for 

establishing collaborative policymaking in rural landscapes (Belsky, 2008: 219).  With recent 

natural resource management trends focusing on community-led management, there have been 

multiple studies focusing on community forests, their impacts, successes, and outcomes.  As 

such, community forestry is defined in a variety of ways.  Hobley (1996) defines community 

forestry as “a process whereby specific community forest users protect and manage state forests 
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in some form of partnership with the government” (Brown, et al., 2002: 1).  Belsky (2008) 

further defines a community forests as “forests that collectively are owned and managed by 

communities, town, municipalities, and… by community-based conservation organizations” 

(:219).  As has been studied by Bhattarai (1985), community forestry uses local stakeholders to 

conserve natural resources as well as improve the lives of those local stakeholders (Pagdee, Kim, 

and Daugherty, 2006: 33).  By combining each definition, this analysis will define community 

forests as those forests in which local and regional stakeholders will collaborate with 

government entities and public organizations.   

Natural resources (such as forests) are often referred to as “common property.”  Schlager 

and Ostrom (1992) have defined “common property” as natural resources that are “owned and 

managed by groups of people who use them and who have a set of rules (formal or informal) 

defining rights and duties to access, withdrawal, management, exclusion and alienation (:249). 

Using the four criteria: ownership, community, access and control, and governance, Belsky 

(2008) outlines the community-based conservation organizations community forest.  Ownership 

is taken over by nongovernmental organizations.  The community aspect is delimited by 

relationships to place and interest.  Access and control to the forest is an “evolving delineation” 

of stakeholders who also have shares of the forest.  The governance structure is identified by 

subcommittees and advisory councils that are either elected or appointed by constituents.  Belsky 

continues, “many have evolved from informally organized associations meeting periodically to 

becoming more formally organized 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations, legally able to negotiate 

government and other financial contracts: (2009: 221).  The goal of these community forests is 

seen as the resolution of conflicts about resource management without the use of extensive 
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litigation practices.  Additionally, it is desirable to have ongoing management of the forest while 

increasing the capacity of the organization.   

Pagdee et al. attempted to understand why community forest management was 

successful.  Controlling for community size and heterogeneity, their analysis found that there are 

three main factors that are necessary for the success of a community forest: (1) well-defined 

property rights; (2) effective institutional arrangements; and (3) community interests and 

incentives.  Additional factors that are necessary for the success of a community forest include, 

“financial and human resource support, physical features, community features, level of 

participation, and technology and market influence” (2006: 49). 

Brown (1999) outlines nine reasons for the establishment of community forests: (1) 

proximity to the resource: those stakeholders who are in “close contact” with the forest are the 

best stakeholders to be in charge of the forests’ potential farming; (2) impact: those stakeholders 

whose lives would be greatly impacted through management of the forest should be directly 

involved in the forests’ management;  (3) equity: rural populations should be always been taken 

into consideration when making decisions; (4) livelihoods: focusing on the industrial outcomes 

of forest management will often ignore the rural populations more directly affected by these 

decisions; (5) capacity: the ability to make effective decisions does not necessarily lay beyond 

the capabilities of communities within the forest; (6) biodiversity: management of the forest that 

focuses on preserving biodiversity rather than promoting the industrial growth of the forest leads 

to a more successful conservation outcome; (7) cost-effectiveness: lower expenses may be found 

if the plan involves local government and local resources; (8) governance: the inclusion of local 

governance is important in ensuring that top-down governance is effective; and (9) development 
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philosophy: the inclusion of local stakeholders and a decentralized government are important 

means in ensuring effective forest management.  

Policy Implications 

 The Tragedy of the Commons, by Garrett Hardin, argues that there is a “commons” or a 

limited resource available to all.  Without regulation, the population will use this resource until it 

is ultimately depleted or ruined in some way.  Hardin recommends two managerial approaches to 

regulation.  First, common resources can become private property.  Second, managerial efforts 

can regulate the use of this resource.  In the end, Hardin contends that population growth will 

eventually ruin all common resources.  The only way in which to end the “tragedy of the 

commons” is to put a limit on population growth (Conca and Dabelko., 2010: 45).   

 In response to The Tragedy of the Commons, Susan Buck contends that Hardin’s 

approach to finite resources is substantially flawed.  Specifically, Buck argues that Hardin’s 

definition of a “commons” is severely limited and outdated.  Historically speaking, Hardin’s 

commons would never have existed.  Land ownership has always been a part of pastoral 

England.  Therefore, Buck argues that we must understand the true meaning of the commons in 

order to understand how to deal with limited shared resources.  Buck maintains, “Perhaps what 

existed in fact was not a “tragedy of the commons” but rather a triumph: that for hundreds of 

years – and perhaps thousands… land was managed successfully by communities” (Conca and 

Dabelko. 2010: 52).  It is therefore important to understand what successful practices have gotten 

our society to this stage in life.  Hardin’s The Tragedy of the Commons, while historically 

contended by Buck, brings important understanding to views on limited resources.  In response, 

Buck argues that social implications must always be understood in order to fully grasp the 

impact of regulation and use.   
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 If individuals are rational creatures, then it would be understood that resource use will 

continue as long as the individual’s benefits outweigh the costs.  Vig and Kraft argue that there 

still exists a tragedy in our modern environment “because the cost or effects of resource use are 

spread to all users, while only individuals enjoy the benefits” (2009: 188).  Public policies are 

therefore vital in governing natural resource use.  These rules define what individuals may do, 

what individuals are required to do, and what individuals are forbidden to take/use.  Outside of 

rule making, public policies are the means by which stakeholders make decisions.  As Vig and 

Kraft argue, “In the tragedy of the commons case, this means keeping resource use at a 

sustainable level that is not beyond the natural replenishment rate for renewable resources like 

fisheries, water, and forests” (2009: 188). 

The Blackfoot Challenge 

 

 Figure 2. The Blackfoot Watershed. 
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 The Blackfoot watershed, located in western Montana, is comprised of 1.5 million acres 

along the 132 mile-long Blackfoot River, a tributary of the Columbia (see Figure 2).  Beginning 

at the Continental Divide east of Lincoln, Montana, the Blackfoot River flows through three 

counties:  Lewis and Clark, Powell, and Missoula (Belsky, 2008, p 231).  The Blackfoot River 

has four main tributaries that flow throughout this ecologically diverse watershed.  The 

Blackfoot watershed is located at the southern edge of the Crown of the Continent Ecosystem 

famed for being the “most intact wildland of the entire continent” (BCCA, 2007).  Home to 

prairie grasslands, sagebrush steppe, coniferous forest, and extensive wetlands, the Blackfoot 

watershed is widely known for diverse and thriving habitats.  Eighty percent of the watershed is 

characterized as “mixed species forest” while remaining lands are categorized as agriculture, 

grasslands, wetlands, streams, and lakes (Blackfoot Challenge, 2005: 10).   

History of the Blackfoot Challenge.   

During the emergence of the environmental movement in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

the Blackfoot Watershed was home to numerous threatened or endangered species due to poor 

ecosystem health.  Single-issue, top-down management approaches to conservation were unable 

to influence the declining environment (Weber, 2009).  The environmental policies that were 

enacted only led to a further power imbalance between private landowners, government 

regulators, and environmentalists (Weber, 2006: 1).  In response to interest in developing a 

landscape that is both ecologically diverse and economically sustainable, the Blackfoot 

Challenge was formed in 1993.  This fifteen-member committee consists of private landowners, 

businesses, commercial enterprises, and recreational groups.  As a 501(c)(3) nonprofit 

organization, the initial goal of the Blackfoot Challenge was to “protect native streams, habitat, 
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open lands, ranching, and a rural way of life across the 1.5 million-acre watershed from “ridge to 

ridge” (Belsky, 2008: 230).   

Widely known as the most successful environmental collaboration in the United States, 

the Blackfoot Challenge was originally developed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, but 

consists of representatives from the Nature Conservancy, the U.S. Forest Service, the Plum 

Creek Timber Company, owners of ranches, and numerous other environmental groups (Weber, 

2006: 2).  This organization consists of an executive director and a very active and diverse board 

of executives whose daily life varies from local government officials to nongovernmental 

organization workers, to local ranchers.  More specifically, Greg Neudecker, the Assistant 

Director for the Montana Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program has been involved in the 

Blackfoot Challenge since its inception.  Neudecker has also been the Vice Chairman for the past 

14 years and serves as one of the Blackfoot Challenge’s biggest strengths (Weber, 2006: 2, 14).  

Other leaders include Jim Stone, the Chair of the Blackfoot Challenge and Tina Bernd-Cohen, 

executive director of the Blackfoot Challenge.  Stone is a rancher and a multi-generational 

landowner in the Blackfoot Watershed while Bernd-Cohen serves as the organizational leader in 

the Blackfoot Challenge (Weber, 2006: 14).  These pillars of leadership have served as 

facilitators in the Blackfoot Challenge – their voices are no louder than the other member’s yet 

they encourage all to speak.   

The Blackfoot Challenge is widely regarded for its enhanced problem solving capacity.  

Information is easily accessible and scientific databases are used to ensure well-informed 

decisions are made.  Weber defines a sustainable community as one in which “economic vitality, 

ecological integrity, civic democracy, and social well-being are linked in complementary 

fashion, thereby fostering a high quality of life and a strong sense of reciprocal obligation among 



	   18 

its members” (Weber, 2006: 2).  As noted before, the Blackfoot Challenge includes a variety of 

stakeholders from public to private landowners, government organizations, as well as 

environmental administrations.  The Blackfoot Challenge’s main goal is to conserve and protect 

former timberlands through re-sale based on the community’s overall plan (BCCAC, 2007: 12).  

By linking the economic value of timber sales with social and ecological importance, the 

Blackfoot Challenge brings public and private stakeholders together towards a common cause 

(2007: 14).  

The Blackfoot Challenge has outlined their “key strategies for community engagement” 

that incorporates the collaborative process.  They ensure that communication will take place 

between members of the Blackfoot Challenge and members of the community.  Additionally, the 

community will be notified of upcoming Blackfoot Council meetings and will be encouraged to 

attend.  Annual meetings as well as any supplementary meetings are open to the public.  

Additional communication methods include newsletters, emails, post office notices, and a 

website that is updated frequently.  Educational outreach is made available to the community, 

which includes tours of the Blackfoot Watershed in order to gain a more detailed understanding 

of the issues at hand (BCCA, 2007: 28). 

The Blackfoot Challenge saw benefits in the promotion of democracy and trust, the 

enhancement of problem solving capacity, and the encouragement of sustainable communities.  

Cooperation and collaboration within the Blackfoot Challenge has encouraged relationships 

between public officials and private landowners.  In a once disparaged community, the Blackfoot 

Watershed has increased trust between all stakeholders.  Citizens see themselves as a part of the 

overall community and are encouraged to voice their wants and desires to government officials 

(Weber, 2006: 2).   
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This area of the Blackfoot Watershed was once widely harvested for timber.  Tangible 

outcomes of the BCCA include an increase in forest diversity through natural and artificial 

reforestation. Within the past 75 years, most of the merchantable timber within the BCCA has 

been harvested or clear-cut (BCCA, 2007: 19). The BCCA has adopted a five-step sustainable 

forestry approach: (1) protect and maintain large trees; (2) protect and maintain burned trees and 

large snags; (3) protect and maintain aspen tree stands; (4) follow the State of Montana Best 

Management Practices and Streamside Management zone regulations; (5) thinning of timber will 

occur when it will promote diversity of tree species within the BCCA (BCCA, 2007: 31).  

Following these steps, the BCCA has been able to increase tree stand diversity and promote 

natural reforestation.   

Collaborative Governance 

Collaborative governance, as outlined by Ansell and Gash (2007) is a governing system 

reliant upon “consensus-oriented decision making” while bringing together a variety of 

stakeholders – both public and private (:543).   More specifically, Ansell and Gash (2007) define 

collaborative governance as: 

A governing arrangement where one or more public agencies directly  

engage non-state stakeholders in a collective decision-making process  

that is formal, consensus-oriented, and deliberative and that aims to make  

or implement public policy or manage public programs or assets.  (p. 544).   

Implicit in this definition is that instead of a singular entity making decisions for the whole, 

collaborative governance consists of groups of stakeholders making decisions for the collective 

public good (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 3).  Therefore it is also imperative to have a working 

definition of “stakeholder” as its definition is widely varied in the literature.  Ansell and Gash 
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(2007) define “stakeholder” as encompassing both individuals and collective groups.  The term 

“stakeholder” may indicate a singular person with interest that lie within the collaboration, or the 

term may also indicate a public or private group of individuals interested in the collaboration 

(:546).  Recalling the definition of collaborative governance provided by Ansell and Gash, it is 

important to note that the process must be “consensus oriented.”  Oftentimes, the process of 

collaborative governance does not reach full consensus; however, the process should strive for 

consensus.  Unlike the forms of public policy making adversarialism and managerialism, 

collaborative governance focuses on issues that directly impact the public by bringing 

stakeholders with adverse ideas together.  It is then understood that all parties will search for 

cooperation with one another as opposed to adverse power relationships in order to achieve their 

goals (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 547).  Figure 3 outlines the collaborative governance model 

defined by Ansell and Gash (2007).   

 

Figure 3: The Collaborative Governance Model by Ansell and Gash (2007). 
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 In addition to the collaborative governance framework provided by Ansell and Gash 

(2007), an understanding of Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and Development Framework 

(2007), Weber’s principles for successful collaborative governance, and Koontz and Thomas’ 

definitions for measuring outcomes are necessary.  Elinor Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and 

Development Framework was created to understand institutions and their operations.  According 

to Ostrom, an institution is defined as “the shared prescriptions (must, must not, or may) that are 

mutually understood and predictably enforced in particular situations by agents responsible for 

monitoring conduct and for imposing sanctions” (2007: 23).  Figure 4 outlines the basic structure 

of the IAD framework.  While this framework is seen as a seminal piece in policy analysis, it is 

not thoroughly effective at understanding collaboration.   

 

Figure 4: Elinor Ostrom’s IAD Framework (2007).   

 

Weber’s article “Building Capacity for Collaborative Water Governance in Auckland” 

outlines 11 principles “for designing and operating an effective collaborative governance 

arrangement” (2013: 9).  The principles he outlines are: (1) inclusiveness; (2) technical expertise 
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and beyond-integrating and applying a broad knowledge base; (3) formal binding collective 

choice rules; (4) ongoing, or repeat games; (5) Credible commitment to collaboration; (6) A 

common sense, strategic approach to early problem solving choices; (7) Appropriate participant 

norms; (8) Collaborative capacity building leadership/champions; (9) Shared expenses/cost 

sharing (not private sacrifice); (10) Focus on real world results; and (11) sufficient autonomy of 

action.   

The measurement of outcomes in collaborative governance is a difficult process.  It is 

necessary to measure outcomes of collaboration because it “fosters a learning environment in 

which managers and policymakers can identify how policy tools and programs can be adjusted to 

attain their goals” (Koontz and Thomas, 2012: 769).  “Measuring the Performance of Public-

Private Partnerships: A Systematic Method for Distinguishing Outputs from Outcomes” by 

Koontz and Thomas (2012) provides tools for defining and measuring outcomes.   

A thorough analysis of each publication was completed in order to understand the 

collaborative process of the Blackfoot Challenge.  To best collate this research, a matrix was 

completed to assist in organizing each framework’s variables (Table 1).  Using the variables 

present in each framework, a table was created that separated the variables into three main 

categories and subsequent sub-categories.  Variables from the Ansell and Gash framework are 

labeled in red.  Variables from the Ostrom framework are labeled in blue.  Variables from the 

Weber framework are labeled in green.  Special attention was made to understand where 

frameworks overlapped.  Each framework has one or more antecedent conditions, variables that 

outline the structure of the collaboration, and variables that define the process of the 

collaboration.  Outcomes were not seen in each framework, however, measuring the outcomes of 

collaboration is emphasized by both Conley and Moote (2003) and Koontz and Thomas (2012).    
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Table 1: Organizational matrix for collaborative governance models.   

 

  

Antecedent Conditions.  The frameworks created by Ansell and Gash (2007), Ostrom 

(2007), and Weber (2013) each contained antecedent conditions for the collaborative process.  

Analysis of all framework’s variables has produced three main antecedent variables: (1) 

historical context; (2) sense of community; and (3) level playing field.   

Historical Context. Ostrom identifies the first step in analyzing a situation is to identify 

the “action arena.”  An action arena is “refers to the social space where individuals interact, 

exchange goods and services, solve problems, dominate one another, or fight” (2007: 28).  Once 

the action arena is defined, Ostrom emphasizes the importance of understanding the physical and 

material conditions that affect the action arena.  The physical world may dictate the possibility of 
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certain actions and the probability of certain outcomes.  Additionally, the physical world may 

also influence how actors (or stakeholders) act in certain situations (Ostrom, 2007: 39).   

To build upon the ways in which actors may interact within the action arena, Ansell and 

Gash (2007) cite historical behaviors as important precursors to the future successes of 

collaborative governance.  High levels of conflict before collaboration are assumed to create a 

stalemate.  However, Futrell (2003) has noted that collaborations with large levels of 

disagreement will often result in an increase in stakeholder participation.  This increase in 

participation will then result in positive collaborations for fear of reaching an impenetrable 

impasse.  Ansell and Gash have noted that a history of animosity will create “a vicious circle of 

suspicion, distrust, and stereotyping” (2007: 553).  On the other hand, if there is a history of 

collaboration and cooperation between stakeholders, this will create higher trust levels and lead 

to even more collaboration.  It is therefore important to understand past conflicts and use the 

collaboration as a means to remedy low levels of trust (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 553). 

Sense of community.  Credible commitment to the collaborative effort, as defined by 

Weber (2013), is necessary for successful collaborations because stakeholders are voluntarily 

cooperating with one another to reach a certain goal.  One aspect of credible commitment is a 

dedication to the physical location and people affected by the collaboration.  To continue, 

“participants are dedicated to facilitating meaningful change while including existing livelihoods 

in plans for the “place’s future…”(2013: 13).  Additionally, Weber’s article Explaining 

Institutional Change in Tough Cases of Collaboration: “Ideas” in the Blackfoot Watershed 

(2009) emphasizes the importance of strong social capital in a collaborative.  As an antecedent 

condition, social capital within the community will help decide the success of a collaborative 
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governance arrangement.  Weber continues, “This is because virtually all of these fixed 

conditions are difficult, if not impossible, to change, especially over the short term” (2009: 314). 

Similarly to credible commitment, Ostrom outlines variables that affect the action arena.  

The attributes of the community affect the action arena in four basic ways; (1) behavioral norms; 

(2) stakeholder understanding about the collaborative structure; (3) similar preferences between 

stakeholders; and (4) resource distribution in the action arena.  A sense of place, or an 

understanding of the action arena is vital in order to identify clear rules and guidelines for the 

action arena (2007: 43).   

Level playing field. Both Ansell and Gash (2007) and Ostrom (2007) state that there is a 

need for an understanding of the historical setting before collaboration may take place.  Defined 

as Power-resource-knowledge asymmetries, Ansell and Gash (2007) state that these are often the 

first in a series of stumbling blocks for successful collaboration. Imbalances may lead to over- 

and under-participation by stakeholders.   Inequality between stakeholders on the basis of 

“capacity, organization, status, or resources” has often lead to control by and bias towards the 

powerful (2007: 551).  It is of utmost importance that stakeholders have the foundation and 

ability to be fully represented in a collaborative setting.  Resource asymmetries are seen when 

stakeholders are unable to address highly technical problems due to poor communication skills.  

Oftentimes, knowledge asymmetries are attributed to a lack of free resources provided to all 

stakeholders.  It is then important to ensure that all stakeholders arrive at collaboration with the 

same amount of information, skills, and power (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 551).   

Structure of the Collaboration 

The structure of the collaboration outlines the ways in which stakeholders will interact 

and under what circumstances those interactions must take place.  The structure of the 
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collaboration is set in place before the true process of collaborative governance takes place.  This 

research identified four main variables for the structure of the collaboration: (1) rules for 

participation; (2) stakeholder inclusiveness; (3) process rules; and (4) leadership:    

Rules for participation.  All three collaborative governance theories identify rules to be 

followed by stakeholders during the collaboration process.  Ansell and Gash (2007) identify 

these rules under their institutional design variable.  According to Ansell and Gash (2007), the 

delineation of clear ground rules leads directly into open and trustworthy negotiations between 

stakeholders.  Because stakeholders often enter into a collaboration being skeptical of other 

stakeholders and the process, clear ground rules provide the encouragement many stakeholders 

need to feel legitimized and heard.  

Ostrom (2007) outlines the rules in use (see Figure 4) as an important antecedent variable 

in the IAD framework.  Ostrom outlines seven types of rules that will affect the action situation: 

(1) entry and exit rules; (2) position rules; (3) scope rules; (4) authority (or choice) rules; (5) 

aggregation rules; (6) information rules; and (7) payoff rules.  Each rule is dependent upon and 

can affect the others (2007: 38).  As Ostrom notes, a problem that often arises with rules in use is 

that some or explicitly stated or written down while others are implicitly agreed upon (Ostrom, 

2007: 39).    

Weber (2013) defines formal binding collective-choice rules and participant norms as 

factors that delineate the actions taken during a collaborative process.  Weber outlines formal 

binding collective-choice rules as necessary to oversee the collaborative process.  These rules 

should promote a “shared decision-making power,” consider all stakeholders’ interests, include a 

written contract, and should be actively monitored throughout the collaboration process (2013: 

11).   In addition to these rules, Weber also outlines a set of participant norms.  These norms are 
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“behavioral expectations for all participants (2013: 16).”  Participant norms differ from other 

formal rules because of their implicit expectations.  Even still, their effect in governing 

stakeholder actions is the same.  The ways in which stakeholders participate and interact is both 

defined by clearly stated rules and informally stated participant norms.   

Stakeholder inclusiveness.  Stakeholder inclusiveness, while similar to the level playing 

field antecedent variable, is described as the inclusion of all stakeholders necessary for 

collaboration whereas the level playing field variable stresses the importance of historical context 

and background before the collaboration.  The inclusion of possibly “troublesome” stakeholders, 

active participation from stakeholders, well-defined rules, a transparent processes, and deadlines 

are necessary in the institutional design of the collaborative governance framework (Ansell and 

Gash, 2007: 556-557).  Ansell and Gash (2007: 556) continue: 

Broad based inclusion is not simply a reflection of the open and  

cooperative spirit of collaborative governance.  It is at the heart of  

a legitimation process based on (1) the opportunity for stakeholders  

to deliberate with others about policy outcomes and (2) the claim that  

the policy outcome represents a broad-based consensus. 

Donahue notes three important reasons for the inclusion of non-state actors into the 

collaborative process.  First, geographically speaking, the majority of the world’s population 

lives in areas where the strength of government is weaker than the strength of the community.  

Second, the public has lost a faith in the central state.  Third, most issues of utmost importance in 

our world will not be addressed by the government alone (2004: 1).  

The first principle to build a successful collaboration outlined by Weber is inclusiveness.  

Inclusiveness is important “for reasons of democratic legitimacy and practical considerations 
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related to problem solving and policy implementation (2013: 10).”  Collaborative governance 

necessitates volunteer participation from all parties involved.  Volunteer participation has often 

led to low stakeholder turnout.  However, ensuring that collaboration will return significant 

results for the stakeholders can incentivize active participation. If participation in collaboration is 

measured against time and energy, it is necessary that the stakeholder will feel positive outcomes 

if they participate.  Incentives are often provided to less powerful stakeholders as powerful 

stakeholders often see collaboration as unnecessary or threatening to their current power.  

Additionally, those stakeholders who are allied with the current political climate will see 

collaboration unnecessary to furthering their own agenda (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 552).   

It is necessary for stakeholders to feel included and perform the actions of collaborating 

in the open.  By giving the collaborative effort an “open access” design, this allows the 

community to know about the process, decisions, and promotes and ongoing community 

engagement in the process.  Weber warns that without inclusion there is a lower likelihood for 

long-term problem solving and collaboration (2013: 10).  It is interesting to note that 

stakeholders will be incentivized to participate more if they believe that their participation will 

increase the participation of other stakeholders (Longsdon 1991).  When collaboration is 

required for the management of a common resource, interdependence between actors will also 

encourage collaboration (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 553).  Consequently, environmental issues will 

often be dealt with through collaboration under the threat of using environmental regulations or 

involving the court system (Bentrup, 2001; Brown 2002, Short and Winter 1999).   

Process rules.  Each collaborative framework differentiates between rules for 

stakeholder participation and rules for the process of the collaboration.  Process rules dictate the 

ways in which the collaboration proceeds.  Weber (2013) has outlined two principles that dictate 
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the collaborative process: (1) a credible commitment to collaboration and; (2) a focus on real 

world results.  A credible commitment to collaboration overlaps with process rules in the 

structure of the collaboration.  Credible commitment to collaboration emphasizes the need for a 

“temporal element to commitment” (Weber, 2013: 12).  A consistent representation and group of 

stakeholders increases collaborative durability through building trust between stakeholders.  This 

credible commitment is also not strictly assigned to the collaborative, but is also a commitment 

to the organization from which the stakeholder represents.  Additionally, Weber outlines a focus 

on real world results as an important principle of the collaborative process because “it feeds new 

information back into the overall decision system, thus helping mitigate mistakes and enhance 

the success of future programs” (2013: 19). 

Ansell and Gash (2007) outline both forum exclusiveness and process transparency as 

important aspects of the collaborative institutional design.  Forum exclusiveness is the idea that 

the collaborative is “the only game in town” or the only way in which stakeholders will be able 

to participate.  Additionally, process transparency is an important rule in the collaborative 

process because it promotes cooperation through trust building and consensus procedures (Ansell 

and Gash, 2007: 55).   

The action arena, defined by Ostrom is “a complex conceptual unit containing one set of 

variables called and action situation and a second set of variables called an actor” (2007: 28-29).  

The action situation defines stakeholders and also delineates their allowable actions.  The actor 

may be an individual or a group with the same interests.  Once the action arena is defined (by 

analyzing both the action situation and the actors) formal rules and assumptions about human 

behavior dictate how stakeholders will interact (Ostrom, 2007: 30).   
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Leadership: As is outlined by Ansell and Gash in Figure 3, the impact of leadership on 

the collaborative process is important in defining the outcomes.  After starting conditions are met 

and addressed, facilitative leadership can bring stakeholders together.  A study done by Ryan 

(2001) has recognized three important skills for effective facilitative leadership: First, a leader 

must maintain a clear process for the collaboration.  Second, a leader must sustain “technical 

credibility.”  Lastly, the leader must ensure that the collaboration is able to reach an agreeable 

conclusion for all stakeholders involved (2001: 241).  While collaborative governance is often 

performed on a volunteer basis, leadership is needed “for setting and maintaining clear ground 

rules, building trust, facilitating dialogue, and exploring mutual gains” (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 

554).”  Leadership is most important when the collaboration is addressing a highly conflicted 

scenario.  With imbalanced power, it is important for a leader to mediate between the interests 

and power dynamics throughout the collaboration as a strong leader may empower weaker 

stakeholders (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 555).   

Additionally, Weber (2013) has outlined technical expertise and beyond: integrating and 

applying a broad knowledge base and the leadership element: champions and collaborative 

capacity builders as two principles necessary for successful collaboration.  Technical expertise 

and beyond stresses the importance of integrating stakeholders with a wealth of “local 

knowledge” into the collaborative (Weber, 2013: 10).   With the addition of regional and local 

knowledge comes the need for the leadership element.   “Collaborative champions” are people 

who “possess a keen understanding of collaboration (the philosophy and practice/process), and a 

reputation as fair, honest, and capable of leading a big picture approach.”  Skills needed to be an 

effective leader in a collaboration include the ability to share power, as well as more 

straightforward skills like effective communication and listening, respect for diverse opinions, 
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and the ability to interact with diverse stakeholders (p.17).  According to Weber (2013), the goal 

of a collaborative capacity builder is to problem solve while promoting effective communication 

and long-term durability.   

Process of the Collaboration 

The process of the collaboration outlines the functional variables that the literature has 

deemed necessary for effective collaborative governance.  These process variables are divided 

into three categories: (1) collaborative process gains; (2) collaborative process buy-in; and (3) 

stakeholder interactions.   

Collaborative process gains.  Collaborative process gains are those activities that 

promote intermediate or small victories as the collaboration works towards a greater problem.  

Ansell and Gash (2007) have determined that “small wins,” or those intermediate steps towards a 

larger goal, are often more important than reaching an overall solution to a problem.  The 

importance of collaborative governance is not reaching the final stages and subsequently 

dissipating, but instead the creation of a trusting and steadfast governing structure is of utmost 

importance.  The small wins created within the collaborative process will act as impetus for 

future collaboration.  Intermediate outcomes will ensure that the collaboration is sustainable and 

oftentimes intermediate outcomes are ways in which stakeholders may be able to build trust and 

further commitment to the collaborative process (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 561).  

Weber also sees these intermediate gains as critical steps towards a successful 

collaborative.  While Ansell and Gash (2007) emphasize the importance of small wins for the 

sake of process durability, Weber places a greater emphasis on the importance of stakeholders 

who are “embedded in the relevant policy network” like government agencies or landowners 

with strong ties to a specific landscape or natural resource (2013: 12).    
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Collaborative process buy-in.  Ansell and Gash (2007) outline both a commitment to 

process and a shared understanding as important components to the durability of a collaborative 

process.  Both variables outline a need for the stakeholders to buy-in to the greater idea of a 

collaborative process.  There is an indication of trust and investment in the process by 

stakeholders.  Commitment to the collaborative process often presents an impasse to 

stakeholders that provide interest in collaborating but are then met with unexpected changes in 

the process. Measuring commitment to the process is a difficult task, but “motivation to 

participate” from the onset of collaboration is seen as the leading attribute connected with 

continued stakeholder participation (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 559). Previous studies done by 

Saarikoski (2000), Gray (1989), and Plummer and Fitzgibbon (2004) have noted that 

“psychological shifts” from the absolute to the collaborative are necessary and often start with 

what is termed “mutual recognition” or “joint appreciation” of the overall cause.   

Commitment to the process is a complex stage of the overall collaborative process.  

Stakeholders must be committed not only to the collaborative process, but they must also be 

committed to bargaining.  Trust-building therefore becomes an important component of 

commitment; higher levels of trust between stakeholders will lead to a deeper commitment to the 

process of collaboration.  It is also noted that increased commitment leads to a sense of 

“ownership” of the process and thus a greater desire for success.  This “ownership” allows 

stakeholders whose voices were not heard to take greater hold of the collaborative process and 

ultimate decision-making process (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 559).  As is also noted by Ansell and 

Gash, “[o]wnership implies shared responsibility for the process” (2007: 560).  Even still, with 

established trust and a commitment to the process, stakeholders may feel overpowered by 

enfranchised stakeholders.  The authors conclude that collaborative governance is best used if 



	   33 

continued collaboration will be needed.  It is not simply seen as a means to an end (Ansell and 

Gash, 2007: 560) 

During, not before, the collaborative process, it is important for stakeholders to realize 

what they are able to achieve. A shared understanding of the collaborative process and its 

purpose creates a “shared vision” which may lead to a more clear understanding of the problem.  

In a broad study of shared understanding, Ansell and Gash (2007) have collated the following 

phrases that may be used to describe shared understanding:  “common mission,” “common 

ground,” “common aims,” “common objectives,” “shared vision,” “shared ideology,” “clear 

goals,” “clear and strategic direction,” and the “alignment of core values” (:560).   

Stakeholder interactions.  Ansell and Gash (2007), Weber (2013), and Ostrom (2007) 

all outline extensive principles and variables for stakeholder interactions.  These interactions 

drive how stakeholders begin and continue the collaborative process.  Ansell and Gash (2007) 

outline both face-to-face dialogue and trust building as vital stages in stakeholder interactions.  

Weber (2013) outlines a common sense, strategic approach to early problem solving choices, 

technical expertise and beyond, sufficient autonomy of action, and shared expenses as principles 

of stakeholder interactions.  Additionally, Ostrom’s IAD framework describes patterns of 

interactions between stakeholders.   

According to Ansell and Gash (2007), face-to-face dialogue is the medium for 

negotiations during a collaboration’s nascent stages.  However, as collaboration progresses, face-

to-face dialogue is helpful in “breaking down stereotypes and other barriers to communication 

that prevent exploration of mutual gains in the first place.”  Gilliam, Davis, Barrington, Lacson, 

Uhl, and Phoenix (2002) also found that face-to-face dialogue “is at the heart of a process of 

building trust, mutual respect, shared understanding, and commitment to the process” (2002: 
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212).  Dialogue only proves beneficial in the collaborative process when direct communication 

takes place between stakeholders.   While face-to-face dialogue is an important facet of 

collaborative governance, it is merely one step towards a successful collaboration (Ansell and 

Gash, 2007: 558).   

Analyses on the collaborative process often points to the importance of building trust as 

an outcome or measure of success.  Because most collaborative efforts begin with little to no 

trust between stakeholders, trust building is often one of the hardest steps to overcome in the 

collaborative process.  Trust-building is often linked to a prehistory of conflict.  The facilitating 

leader must recognize the absence of trust between stakeholders and actively pursue building 

trust before true collaboration may take place (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 558).   Ansell and Gash 

(2007) state that if stakeholders are unable to successfully build trust between one another, the 

collaboration should be abandoned and new forms of policy-making pursued (:559).   

Weber (2013) also outlines a common sense, strategic approach to early problem solving 

as an important process rule for collaborations.  In order to reach final outcomes in a 

collaborative, the acquisition of small wins throughout the process is often necessary.  In order to 

achieve these small wins, it is necessary to develop a process for reaching these goals.  First, lead 

agencies should use their power to explain to stakeholders the distribution of responsibilities for 

resolving the problem(s), and the pros and cons to stakeholders of various alternative 

methods/approaches for problem resolution.  Next, stakeholders should work together to find 

project funding.  Third, data collection and the reduction of uncertainties is needed to better 

understand the process at hand.  Fourth, choose problems with the least resistance and tackle 

them first (Weber, 2013: 14).  Fifth, show the tangible proof that stakeholders are benefiting 
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from the collaborative.  Finally, the overall goal of the collaborative should not be forsaken for 

smaller gains that may reduce the likelihood for future gains (Weber, 2013: 15).   

Weber (2013) also outlines a need for sufficient stakeholder autonomy of action.  

Political entities are encouraged to “either explicitly endorse the collaborative process using 

public statements and the power of the office(s), or, at a minimum, stand back and allow the 

collaborative to operate, even if final decisions are at odds with their own preferences” (Weber, 

2013: 19).  Weber also outlines the need for a cost sharing approach to the collaborative.  

Because the aim of the collaborative is focused on a private good, Weber emphasizes the need 

for all stakeholders to share costs as reflecting an “underlying reality” (Weber, 2013: 19). 

 Once there is an understanding of the Action Arena and Actors within the IAD 

framework, patterns of interactions between actors can be analyzed and understood (Ostrom, 

2007: 32).  While Ostrom argues that in certain situations, the actions and interactions actors take 

can be predicted, she also argues that “participants may adopt a broader range of strategies” 

(2007:33).  Shifting to a collective-choice arena, Ostrom continues, is often done without an 

understanding that the shift has taken place.  This is “far more likely to lead to higher levels of 

cooperation by users and to better governed resources” (Ostrom, 2007: 33). 

Outcomes 

 Outcomes of the collaborative process are often under great scrutiny for being difficult to 

measure.  Koontz and Thomas (2012) argue that measuring outcomes “fosters a learning 

environment in which managers and policymakers can identify how policy tools and programs 

can be adjusted to attain their goals” (p. 769).  Additionally, Conley and Moote (2003) argue that 

“…calls for evaluations of both specific initiatives and the broader movement are becoming 

common” (p. 373).  With an increase in collaborative governance in tackling public goals, it is 
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important to agree upon methods with which to analyze and measure outcomes (Koontz and 

Thomas, 2012: 771).   

Conley and Moote argue that evaluating collaborative efforts may improve the 

collaborative’s efforts and provide information as to how to real certain goals.  To continue, 

evaluation may assist in addressing criticisms of the effort, refine current efforts, and understand 

where the collaboration would benefit (2003: 373).  Conley and Moote (2003) outline three 

evaluation methods: (1) measuring tangible outcomes; (2) measuring participants’ perceptions; 

and (3) process evaluation.   Measuring tangible outcomes involves comparing the project 

outcomes with goals or projected outcomes (2003: 379).  Measuring participants’ perceptions 

includes asking participants their opinions through surveys or semi-structured interviews (2003 

:380).  Process evaluation includes in-depth interviews of stakeholders to judge opinions on how 

the project is functioning (2003: 381).  Koontz and Thomas (2012) reach three main 

recommendations for measuring outputs and outcomes in public-private partnerships: (1) do not 

define measures while using the passive voice; (2) define any ambiguous terms used in the 

measures; and (3) incentives in performance management systems should be carefully studied to 

ensure no overlap occurs with final outcomes.   
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Methods 

 This study utilized open-ended qualitative interviewing with current and past members of 

the Blackfoot Challenge board of directors.  The data collected in these interviews combined 

with the literature review of community forests and collaboration led to a further understanding 

of the successes of the Blackfoot Challenge and the increase in the Blackfoot watershed’s 

environmental health.  A complete description of the methods used is described in the following 

sections.   

Sample Population 

 This study used the collaborative governance model outlined by Ansell and Gash (2007) 

to provide insight into the Blackfoot Challenge’s successes.  In order to correctly apply the 

collaborative governance model to the Blackfoot Challenge, it was necessary to interview 

important stakeholders in the Blackfoot Challenge.  In total, five interviews were conducted.  

Interviewees were selected based off of their experiences with the Blackfoot Challenge, current 

and past positions with the Blackfoot Challenge, and current and past positions with surrounding 

stakeholders and government organizations.    

Participants 

 Using non-probability purposive sampling techniques, this study focused exclusively on 

several individuals with interesting and unique positions and opinions on the Blackfoot 

Challenge.  Non-probability sampling techniques are considered suitable for qualitative studies 

that hinge upon the in-depth analysis of a few important participants.  A purposive sample 

focuses on the major participants of the study in order to describe and understand a specific 

experience or happening (Bernard, 2011: 146).  Special attention was given to select 

interviewees on the basis of their background and relationship to the Blackfoot Challenge.  



	   38 

Because of the unique outcomes and successes provided by the Blackfoot Challenge, it was 

important to select specific stakeholders who were vital to their collaborative process.   

 The results of non-probability purposive sampling cannot be used to make assumptions or 

overall statements about any populations.  Even still, purposive sampling methods are vital 

research techniques that provide in-depth information about a very specific population.  Non-

probability purposive samples have no set number of participants.  Instead, the researcher 

focuses on finding the best samples for their qualitative research (Bernard, 2002).  The key 

informant technique, as outlined by Marc-Adelard Tremblay (1957), consists of developing a 

relationship with very specific participants and focuses the researcher’s efforts on an 

ethnographic study of the social and cultural patterns that present themselves.  Developing a 

deep relationships with specific participants “…is preeminently suited to the gathering of the 

kinds of qualitative and descriptive data that are difficult or time-consuming to unearth through 

structured data-gathering techniques such as questionnaire surveys (1957: 688).”  Special pre-

interview preparation is noted to be vital for this type of analysis.  The culture and interviewee’s 

background were both heavily studied and researched before the interviews took place (and 

ultimately led the researcher to selecting them for the interview process).  Pre-interview 

preparation is advantageous in finding and selecting participants in an efficient manner 

(Snedecor, 1939). 

Tongco (2007) has outlined seven steps for purposive sampling as seen in Box 1.   The 

first step has involved an extensive literature review and an analysis on existing interviews and 

analyses of community forests.  It was decided that since the Blackfoot Challenge is a unique 

organization, purposive sampling would benefit this analysis.  The type of information needed 

varied from participant to participant because of their unique and vital position with the 
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Blackfoot Challenge.  Based on his or her background and experiences, this research focused on 

gleaning information unique to each participant.  While unique questions were asked to specific 

participants in order to understand their unique characteristics, other questions were asked to 

each participant in order to understand the broad success of the Blackfoot Challenge.  The basis 

of this research is focused on in-depth analysis of a few very specific participants of the 

Blackfoot Challenge.  A survey or questionnaire would prove insufficient for this type of 

analysis.  As such, this research studied only those people who were vital to the Blackfoot 

Challenge’s success through in-depth conversations.  As such, it is important to record the 

methods and selection process so that replication may be completed (Tongco 2007: 155).   

 

Interviews 

 Interviewing is a qualitative process where an interviewer speaks to an interviewee in 

order to produce information (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009:17).  The interviews conducted in this 

research are designed to be “semi-structured.”  Semi-structured interviews, unlike structured 
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interviews, follow a basic outline of questions and topics, but allow the conversation to flow 

freely.  Both the interviewee and the interviewer know that an interview is taking place, but the 

interviewer simply follows an interview guide.  An interview guide, as defined by Bernard, “is a 

written list of questions and topics that need to be covered in a particular order” (2002: 158).  It 

is also noted that semi-structured interviews have found increases successes with interviews that 

take place with bureaucrats and “elites.”  While there is no definitive reason for this anomaly, it 

is suggested that when an interviewer shows they are prepared for an interview, but allows the 

interviewee to lead the conversation, positive results occur (p. 158).  While interviewing each 

participant face-to-face was ideal, extenuating circumstances led to several interviews being 

conducted over the telephone.   

The interviews began with the researcher describing the research being conducted.  After 

a description of the analysis was given, the researcher continued to explain what it meant for 

each participant to allow the interview to continue.  Once consent was established, the researcher 

asked if audio recording of the interview would be permitted.  All respondents agreed to have the 

interview recorded. The average length of each interview was roughly 60 minutes while one 

interview lasted for over 90 minutes.   

Questions 

The participant was first asked to describe his or her current occupation.  This question 

was asked first to establish a relationship between the interviewee and interviewer.  Each 

respondent gave an extensive answer to this question.  If their occupation was not in direct 

relation to the Blackfoot Challenge, a probing question to identify their relationship to the 

Blackfoot Challenge was asked.  Once involvement with the Blackfoot Challenge was 

understood, seven main questions with additional probing questions were asked.  The researcher 
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focused on following the interview guide, however the flow of the interview would occasionally 

lead to questions being asked out of order.    

 It is noted that answers to each question would prove more verbose than the previous 

question.  This showed the researcher that the interviewee became more comfortable with the 

interview process and more open to providing information.  As such, the most important 

questions were left for the end of the interview guide.   

 After involvement with the Blackfoot Challenge was established and knowing about the 

storied history of the Blackfoot Challenge, the researcher asked, “Has your organization 

experienced any conflict with other community organizations?”  After the interviewee described 

the conflict, probing questions were asked in order to understand the ways in which their 

involvement with the Blackfoot Challenge would address these conflicts.   

 The third question was asked in order to understand the perceived weaknesses and 

strengths of the Blackfoot Challenge.  The researcher asked, “In what way(s) would you change 

the Blackfoot Challenge?  How could it become more successful?”  Often, this question led to 

the interviewee insisting that the Blackfoot Challenge need not be changed.  If that response was 

given, the researcher probed them further by asking what weaknesses had they experienced with 

their involvement with the Blackfoot Challenge.   

 Next, the researcher asked, “Are there any organizations that should have a larger voice 

in the Blackfoot Challenge?”  This question was used to understand which stakeholders played 

an active role in the Blackfoot Challenge.  Responses to this question varied widely.   

 The fifth and sixth questions were both asked in order to understand the successes of the 

Blackfoot Challenge from each respondent’s perspective.  The fifth question asked, “What 

strengths does the Blackfoot challenge have with respect to addressing environmental issues?”  
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The sixth question asked, “What strengths does the Blackfoot Challenge have with respect to 

addressing economic issues?”  Often, answers to the fifth question were more verbose than the 

answers to the sixth question.   

 The final question asked each participant to provide the researcher with their own 

definition of “community.”  The answers to this question were used to provide insight into the 

scope of community within the Blackfoot Challenge.  Answers to this question were the longest 

of all questions asked during the interview.  The end of the interview would often lead the 

interviewee to provide extra information not asked within the interview guide.   

Recording and Transcription 

 The interviews were recorded both using a Sony ICD-PX312D digital flash voice 

recorder and through the researcher making notes throughout the interview.  The notes often 

addressed the feelings and emotions portrayed by the interviewee.  Notes were also taken on the 

interview location, time, and circumstances.  The notes and digital transcripts could then be 

combined in order to create a complete ethnography.  Once the interview was completed, a text 

file could be transferred to a secure computer for transcription.   

 Using the program Transcriptions, the researcher was able to convert the audio files to 

text files.  Transcriptions allows all audio files to be synched alongside the text file to ensure that 

proper transcriptions were created and could be listened to at a later date.  At this point, each 

interview was given a code that corresponded with the interviewee’s name.  The name of the 

interviewee was deleted off of all files to ensure anonymity.  Once transcribed, the interviews 

were then loaded into the software program called NVivo9.   
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Coding 

 Using NVivo9, the interviews were then coded with corresponding questions.  Further 

coding used the collaborative governance framework as a template for analysis.  A table of the 

codes is presented in Table 2.  The researcher analyzed each question and answer sequence and 

using the NVivo9 software, was able to attribute each question to the correct code.  

Table 2.  Coding variable used for analysis 
Primary Code Secondary Code 

Antecedent Conditions Historical Context 

 Sense of Community 

 Level Playing Field 

Structure of the Collaboration Rules for Participation 

 Stakeholder Inclusiveness 

 Process Rules 

 Leadership 

Process of the Collaboration Procedural Gains 

 Process Buy-in 

 Stakeholder interactions 
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Results 

 This section of the essay will discuss the major themes and results from the interviews 

collected with major stakeholders of the Blackfoot Challenge.  The results are organized around 

the theoretical models of collaborative governance designed by Ansell and Gash (2007) and 

Weber (2013) as well as Ostrom’s (2007) IAD framework.  Major sections include antecedent 

conditions, structure of the collaboration, and process of the collaboration.  Sub-sections are also 

included below each main section.  The unit of analysis for this research is provided as being the 

responses to each question.  To protect the anonymity of the interviewees, each participant is 

identified using a unique code.   

Antecedent Conditions 

Historical context.  Undoubtedly the Blackfoot Watershed has a prehistory of conflict.  

The Blackfoot Challenge was established as a response to the influx of recreationalists on the 

pristine environment in the watershed.  Original members of the board of directors worked 

together to understand the environmental impacts and place restrictions.  Each interviewee was 

asked about difficulties throughout this collaborative process.  One interviewee responded by 

saying, “People are not collaboratively minded” (Interviewee A).  The history of the Blackfoot 

watershed and ultimately the creation of the Blackfoot Challenge has led current efforts to focus 

on “what it takes” to make collaboration successful.   

 Level playing field.  Much of the Blackfoot Challenge’s successes have been attributed 

to the “level playing field” given to all stakeholders.  A major theme that arose throughout the 

interviews was an acknowledgement that involving more people and stakeholders into the 

collaborative process was ideal and actively pursued.  And while the Blackfoot Challenge is 
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open to and eager for new participants, it is noted that there are difficulties with resources when 

working with some stakeholders: 

The Blackfoot Challenge can also work well with public agencies.  The challenge comes 

when the two meld together.  There are issues with resources (Interviewee B).  Additionally, 

another interviewee commented on the difficulty of having all stakeholders arrive to the 

collaboration as equals: 

Part of the success of the Blackfoot Challenge is having the right people involved.  If the 

state or the federal government or the BLM had come into Ovando, Montana and said, 

“We got an idea, we know how to fix things in the Blackfoot, just trust us.”  It never 

would have happened.  We had to have the local landowners that wanted to try to solve 

some problems.  The local landowners couldn’t do it on their own.  They needed the 

agencies – federal or state – to be a part of it.  With the resources – with the people and 

the expertise we have in land management – these ranchers up there are good ranchers. 

They didn’t know fish or wildlife.  They didn’t know a lot of things that we did know.  

By bringing us all together and sitting us down at the table we figured out how we could 

work together (Interviewee C). 

This quote emphasizes the importance of stakeholders realizing their strengths and weaknesses 

within the collaboration process.  Knowledge and power asymmetries are immediate stumbling 

blocks to collaboration.  These quotes illustrate the knowledge of powerful stakeholders in the 

collaborative process.  They understand the need for a level playing field for all involved in the 

process.   

It is necessary to have all stakeholders involved in the collaborative process.  The 

increased participation involvement legitimizes the collaborative process.  The Blackfoot 
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Challenge was not immune from limited participation.  The interviewees often cited difficulties 

in bringing the public and private stakeholders together.  In order to bring as many stakeholders 

into the collaborative process as possible, the Blackfoot Challenge focused on incentivizing 

participation.   

It was this idea that a lot of people want to get access to the river and this resource.  How 

do we figure out how to share it?  Things like walk-in areas came from that.  

Conservation easements from the forest and the state were here.  That work started – that 

partnership – really started with this idea of a public/private management (Interviewee 

A).   

Additionally: 

Weeds were coming into the valley along with the recreationalists… It’s a beautiful 

place.  They saw what happened in other areas where land was being chopped up and 

they didn’t want to see that happen in the Blackfoot (Interviewee C). 

Structure of the Collaboration 

 Rules for participation.  The Blackfoot Challenge has established clear ground rules 

from its inception.  It is important that all stakeholders are “for” something.  All interviewees 

mentioned the “80/20” rule.  The 80/20 rule states that stakeholders will disagree on 20% of 

issues brought to the Blackfoot Challenge.  Instead of focusing on that 20%, the Blackfoot 

Challenge has decided to focus on the 80% of issues that stakeholders can agree on.   

We want to get things done.  What are you for?  What do you want to do?  I’m sure we 

can work something out.  If you’re just against stuff, then there’s no collaboration 

happening.  That’s not collaboration (Interviewee A).     
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 Stakeholder inclusiveness.  It is the aim of the Blackfoot Challenge to incorporate and 

include all stakeholders within the Blackfoot watershed.  In order to accomplish this, meetings 

are open to the public and held in common locations.  When interviewees were asked to 

specifically mention which groups or stakeholders they wished had a larger voice in the 

Blackfoot challenge, one interviewee stated: 

Some environmental groups.  There are groups on the left side and right sides of the 

spectrum.  The right side is the environmental groups and the left side is the stock 

growers.  I’d love to see them be more active and play a larger role in the collaborative 

process (Interviewee E).   

The Blackfoot Challenge success has been led and ultimately supported by scientific evidence.  

Multiple environmental non-profit organizations have worked with the Blackfoot Challenge to 

aid in their understanding of environmental impacts of recreation and increased populations.  

One interviewee added: 

Science can bring you to the landscape and help you focus on where the opportunities 

are.  And then there’s a dichotomy that says, “we’re partners when we come together” 

(Interviewee A). 

 Process rules.  The collaborative governance frameworks emphasize the importance of 

having no clear alternatives to collaboration.  While this specific attribute of collaborative 

governance was not stressed by any of the literature or interviewees, it was noted that the remote 

location of this collaboration has benefited the process, “Ovando has a population of 50 and the 

Blackfoot watershed is 1.5 million acres serving 7 communities” (Interviewee E).  Additionally, 

the prehistory of conflict led members of the community to become wary of top-down 

approaches to governance.  It is noted that board members of the Blackfoot Challenge have not 



	   48 

changed position very often over the past 20 years.  When asked about the unchanging ranks, one 

interviewee said: 

The observation is that boards that change all of the time never get anything done.  

They’re constantly learning, they’re constantly messing with what they do and by the 

time they actually get to the point where they understand what to do and how to do it, 

they’re done (Interviewee A).   

Being a successful example of a collaboration, the Blackfoot Challenge has made strides 

to keep their meetings and decision making process visible.  One interviewee noted that the only 

times in which the Blackfoot Challenge faced any real dilemmas was when they did not follow 

the process.  Yet another interviewee noted that the job of the board members for the Blackfoot 

Challenge was not to voice their opinions, but to “simply facilitate” discussions.   

 Leadership.  The Blackfoot Challenge is renowned for the leaders and initial 

stakeholders involved in its creation.  These leaders have been interviewed countless times in 

order to fully understand why this collaboration has been so successful.  When interviewees were 

asked about the leadership of the Blackfoot Challenge, there were specific names mentioned by 

each.  Outside of individuals, however, the respondents always spoke about the importance of 

communication within their leadership: When asked about the beginnings of the Blackfoot 

Challenge, one response was: 

It was important to have these key landowners on board because that showed credibility.  

Early agency heads were not used to working with the public but took the time needed to 

delve into these new ideas.  They came out of their shells (Interviewee A).  

Because the Blackfoot Challenge is so highly regarded, many people look to their structure for 

applicability throughout the world.  When probed further about the glue that has made the 
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Blackfoot Challenge so unique, one interviewee responded simply stating, “It’s the people.  

That’s the basic, bottom line.” 

Process of the Collaboration 

 Collaborative process gains.  Often referred to as “small wins”, intermediate outcomes 

are vital to a collaboration’s success.  These small wins can snowball into larger outcomes, but 

their failure can also prove disastrous for the overall mission of the collaboration.  Interviewees 

spoke about small wins as a way to prove legitimacy and increase stakeholder participation.  

Other themes included using intermediate outcomes as incentives to join environmental efforts 

with the timber and economic industries.   

You make small steps at accomplishing something on the ground.  And if you can prove 

that this organization – whatever organization you have – can make a real difference in 

people’s lives not just pointing out problems that they have, that creates success.  When 

you create success and accomplish something, then it’s easier to bring in more people and 

bring in dollars.  If you have a stack of paper, that’s what you have.  If you haven’t done 

anything on the ground, you basically have nothing (Interviewee C). 

 This quote addresses the importance of intermediate outcomes within the collaboration 

process.  While the goal of bringing in extra money (“more dollars”) has not been addressed in 

the collaborative governance model literature, it is important to note the difficulties that arise 

when collaboratives run out of money.   

 Collaborative process buy-in.  The collaborative governance framework highlights the 

importance of stakeholders recognizing their interdependence.  Because of this interdependence, 

interviewees often noted the circumstances under which difficulties arose in the collaboration.  

“Problems only happened when we didn’t follow the process (Interviewee B).”  “Every mistake 
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we’ve run into came down to a process issue.  It’s a complex process, but when it is followed it 

works completely” (Interviewee E).  

 Additionally, the collaborative governance process notes an importance in exploring 

“mutual gains” between stakeholders.  The openness to alternatives and outside ideas is pursued 

within the Blackfoot Challenge.  The interviewees spoke at great detail about the collaborative 

process as seen below:   

We work at it every day.  We never have it figured out.  I don’t know how… It’s really 

important to emphasize it because our sense is that a lot of people see it as effortless and 

it’s not that way.  It’s simple in ideas.  The ideas are simple in practice.  It’s really 

difficult in practice.  Literally everyday you have enough going.  At some point you have 

to just say you don’t have enough consensus and you decide to just not go there 

(Interviewee A). 

Additionally, one interviewee mentioned their openness to exploring mutual gains between 

stakeholders: 

The problem is that people think there’s a tradeoff.  The good news is that people are 

beginning to realize we need to be a bit more pragmatic and sensible in our approach.  

You probably see it more here because folks here grow up and – we’re sort of the direct 

line of natural resource conservation (Interviewee A).   

By stating that this interviewee believes that people are realizing they need to be “more 

pragmatic and sensible in our approach”, there is a shared ownership of the collaborative 

process.  The Blackfoot Challenge does not see itself as an overarching higher power.  Instead, 

they see themselves as simply a vehicle for collaboration. 
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Shared Understanding.   The collaborative process focuses on stakeholders understanding the 

mission of the collaboration, having a common problem definition, and seeking common values 

held between stakeholders.  When asked about the creation of the Blackfoot Challenge, one 

interviewee responded:   

What do we need to do to come together and work to avoid having problems because of 

this new influx of use?  They decided that they needed to have an organization or a group 

of people that could sit down at the table and work together to solve problems.  They 

weren’t going to solve all of the problems and they weren’t going to agree on everything, 

but that was alright (Interviewee C).   

Having a common problem definition is often difficult for collaborations.  Even still, the 

Blackfoot Challenge has focused on bringing stakeholders together for common causes.   When 

asked about difficulties that arise in bringing together vastly different stakeholders, one 

interviewee responded, “The Blackfoot Challenge teaches us to respect and value others’ values” 

(Interviewee D). 

 Having common values identified between stakeholders can be especially difficult in an 

area that is focused on maintaining environmental health and wellbeing.  Oftentimes, 

environmental health is sacrificed.  However, one interviewee spoke about the need to 

understand all stakeholders’ values within the collaboration.   

Ranching is a noble industry but you need to manage water and habitat.  It is hard for a 

rancher.  The values that happened with homesteading in the 1800s were ranching, 

mining, and timber.  In the last 30 years it has become more important to understand 

sharing values with one another (Interviewee D). 
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As a whole, respondents spoke at great lengths about the need to have a shared understanding 

about the collaboration’s mission, problem, and common values.  Once these are identified, 

collaboration can begin focusing on intermediate outcomes. 

 Stakeholder interactions.  Because the Blackfoot Challenge meetings are open to the 

public and held in a central location, face-to-face dialogue is seen as a crucial part of their 

process.  Members of the Blackfoot Challenge board spoke about the importance of allowing all 

stakeholders to bring issues to the forum while reserving their opinions.  Interviewee D said: 

…[W]e focus on respecting others and giving a voice to the reasonable.  We will listen to 

anyone, but the Blackfoot Challenge itself tries not to be activists or take sides on issues. 

When probed further about the Blackfoot Challenge’s position on reserving their opinions, this 

respondent stated, “…they do provide an open table for discussions.  Everyone is welcome.”  

This quote shows that the Blackfoot Challenge’s focus is on facilitating dialogue.   

 The development of trust between stakeholders is significant to the collaboration process 

because there is often a prehistory of conflict.  Interviewees were asked about the role of the 

Blackfoot Challenge in building and developing trust.  Interviewee A stated, “Some people 

would say that we’re a good ol’ boys club.”  It is noted that the board of the Blackfoot Challenge 

has not undergone many changes in the last 20 years.  The majority of interviewees stated that a 

constantly changing board can lead to a decrease in trust levels.   
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Discussion 

 Using the collaborative governance models as outlined by Ansell and Gash (2007) and 

Weber (2013) with supplemental information from Ostrom (2007), this research will show why 

the Blackfoot Community Conservation Area has been a successful community forest.  By using 

interviews with key members of the Blackfoot Challenge, this paper considers the antecedent 

conditions, structure of the collaboration, and process of the collaboration as reasons for 

continued success.  Complimenting existing literature and interviews, this research provides vital 

information about the collaborative process in reality.  Using the combined frameworks from 

Ansell and Gash, Ostrom, and Weber, (See Table 3) this paper will provide insight into the 

Blackfoot Challenge’s success and provide recommendations to other environmental 

collaborations. 

Table 3: Variables created from combined collaborative governance frameworks. 
Antecedent 
Conditions 

Structure of the 
Collaboration 

Process of the Collaboration Outcomes 

Historical Context Rules for Participation Procedural Gains  

Sense of community Stakeholder Inclusiveness Process Buy-in 

Level Playing Field Process Rules Stakeholder Interactions 

Leadership 

 

Antecedent Conditions 

Historical context.  In the 1970s and 1980s, state and federal policies in the Blackfoot 

Watershed were aimed at managing former timber forests and encouraging positive ecosystem 

growth.  In the late 1980s, the Blackfoot Watershed was home to numerous threatened or 

endangered species due to poor ecosystem health.  Policies passed in the 1970s and 1980s were 

unable to stop the continued degradation of this environment (Weber, 2009: 317).  These often 



	   54 

single-issue, top-down management approaches to conservation were unable to influence the 

declining environment.  Instead, these policies led to a further power imbalance between private 

landowners, government regulators, and environmentalists (Ash Institute, 2006: 1).  Imbalances 

may lead to over and under participation by stakeholders (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 551).  Because 

of these power imbalances, the action arena as defined by Ostrom (2007), would be influenced.  

Ostrom’s IAD framework (2007) would argue that only certain situations and outcomes would 

be possible (p. 39).   

Collaborative governance necessitates volunteer participation from all parties involved.  

However, ensuring that collaboration will return significant results for the stakeholders can 

incentivize active participation.  The Blackfoot Community Conservation Area (BCCA) was 

originally developed by the US Fish and Wildlife Service, but consists of representatives from 

the Nature Conservancy, the US Forest Service, the Plum Creek Timber Company, owners of 

ranches, and numerous other environmental groups (Ash Institute, 2006: 2).  When collaboration 

is required for the management of a common resource, interdependence between actors will also 

encourage collaboration (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 552).  With competing interests, these 

stakeholders must realize their desires for the Blackfoot Watershed and be willing to 

compromise.   

The historical significance of failed top-down approaches to environmental problems in 

the Blackfoot Watershed is of paramount importance in understanding the successes of the 

Blackfoot Challenge.  The Ash Institute (2006) states, “it is a classic case of where these agency 

officials and citizens… employed resourcefulness and innovation to craft a self-governing 

institution to address a series of public problems that were real and getting worse (p. 2)”.   
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Coupled with this history of conflict, there was also a prehistory of cooperation 

throughout the Blackfoot River Valley. The creation of the Blackfoot Challenge was not an 

overnight success.  Instead, the Blackfoot Challenge was created after almost twenty years of 

cooperation and collaboration within the valley.  River access points were established along the 

Blackfoot River in 1975 after increases in recreation and tourism were seen.    

Sense of community.  Figure 5 shows the community vision for the Blackfoot Community 

Conservation Area (BCCA).  This framework outlines six important factors of the  

Figure 5: BCCA Management Plan for the Core.   
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management plan: (1) historic patterns; (2) landscape connectivity and ecosystem management; 

(3) current condition; (4) public-private partnerships; (5) future condition; and (6) community 

involvement.   

This plan has seen many iterations and is seen as a “living” document (Management Plan 

for the Core, 2007: 15).  Integral to this management plan is the inclusion of community 

members (community involvement).  Similar to the Management Plan for the Core, Weber 

(2013) states that credible commitment… 

requires respect for the past, an appreciation for the present mix of businesses, 

livelihoods, and land tenure patterns, and a genuine concern for the goal of ensuring a 

sustainable future for the people, livelihoods, and place in question (Weber 2013: 13). 

A sense of community or belonging is important for stakeholder sign-on and buy-in as well.  

Ostrom’s IAD framework assigns three attributes to a community: (1) norms of behavior, level 

of understanding about the action arenas; and (3) similar preferences within a community.  

Level playing field.  A level playing field necessitates that all stakeholders equal power 

and knowledge before the collaboration can take place.  Additionally, special attention must be 

made to ensure that there are equal incentives for all stakeholders within the collaboration and 

any constraints on participation is eliminated.   Figure 5 shows the 11 goals for the BCCA Core.  

Goal number 10 aligns with the principle of a level playing field within collaborative 

governance.  By maintaining a strong relationship with private landowners within the BCCA 

core, the Blackfoot Watershed will benefit in the short and long term.   
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Figure 6: Management goals for the BCCA Core. 

 

Structure of the Collaboration 

 Rules for participation.  Both Figures 5 and 6 represent “rules” for the BCCA Core.  

Rules for participating within the collaboration, however are defined as actions that are necessary 

for stakeholder participation.   Within the structure of the collaboration, it is important for clear 

rules to be outlined before the process of collaboration may take place.  Rules will include 

participant norms, rules regulating behaviors, and rules that dictate how the collaboration will 

take place.  Weber emphasizes the need for a written contract that outlines these rules as well as 

active monitoring of the situation (2013: 11).  Both of these factors are seen within the 

Management Plan for the Core (Figures 5 and 6).   

 Stakeholder inclusiveness.  The inclusion of all stakeholders interested in collaboration 

not only legitimizes the collaboration, but it also eliminates potential collaborative process 
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roadblocks.  Donahue (2004) notes three important reasons for the inclusion of non-state actors 

into the collaborative process.  First, geographically speaking, the majority of the world’s 

population lives in areas where the strength of government is weaker than the strength of the 

community.  Second, the public has lost a faith in the central state.  Third, and most importantly 

with regards to the Blackfoot Challenge, issues of utmost importance in our world simply cannot 

be addressed by the government alone (2004: 1).   

As noted before, the Blackfoot Challenge includes a variety of stakeholders from public 

to private landowners, government organizations, as well as environmental administrations.  The 

Blackfoot Challenge’s main goal is to conserve and protect former timberlands through re-sale 

based on the community’s overall plan (BCCA, 2007: 12).  By linking the economic value of 

timber sales with social and ecological importance, the Blackfoot Challenge brings public and 

private stakeholders together towards a common cause (2007: 14). 

 Process rules.  Process rules within the collaboration are not as easy to identify within 

the BCCA core as other aspects.  Combining variables from the previous frameworks, this 

variable encompasses the actions stakeholders may take in order to forward their agenda within 

the collaboration.  The structure of the collaboration necessitates that process rules will dictate 

the stakeholders involved as well as creating a collaborative that is transparent and focused on 

real-world results.  In preparation for the land acquisition of the BCCA, the BCCA board hosted 

community meetings in central locations that were open to the public as well as follow-up 

meetings to garner feedback regarding land acquisition.  After these meetings, surveys were 

given to landowners and permanent residents of the Blackfoot Watershed (BCCA, 2007: 25).  

The BCCA Council attempts to reach total consensus even with public involvement (p. 28).   
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Leadership: As is outlined by Figure 6, the impact of leadership on the collaborative 

process is important in defining the outcomes.  Leadership is most important when the 

collaboration is addressing a highly conflicted scenario.  With imbalanced power, it is important 

for a leader to mediate between the interests and power dynamics throughout the collaboration.  

The US Fish and Wildlife Serve first created the establishment of the Blackfoot Challenge in 

1993 and has been the driving force behind the Blackfoot Challenge’s successes.  More 

specifically, the Assistant Director for the Montana Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program has 

been involved in the Blackfoot Challenge since its inception and has been the Vice Chairman for 

the past 14 years and serves as one of the Blackfoot Challenge’s biggest strengths (Ash Institute, 

2006: 2, 14). These pillars of leadership have served as simply facilitators in the Blackfoot 

Challenge – their voices are no louder than the other members’ yet they encourage all to speak.   

 

Process of the Collaboration 

 Procedural gains.   Procedural gains are the repeated outputs of success throughout the 

collaborative process.  The importance of collaborative governance is not reaching the final 

stages and subsequently dissipating, but instead the creation of a trusting and steadfast governing 

structure is of utmost importance (Ansell and Gash, 2007: 561).  Figure 4 also indicates the 

Blackfoot Challenge’s focus on future conditions and desired outcomes.  “Small wins” in the 

Blackfoot Challenge include, but are not limited to: budgetary successes, conservation 

easements, ecosystem restoration, increased water quality, endangered species recovery, water 

management, and wetland restoration.   

Outside of these wins, the Blackfoot Challenge saw benefits in the promotion of 

democracy and trust, the enhancement of problem solving capacity, and the encouragement of 
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sustainable communities.  Cooperation and collaboration within the Blackfoot Challenge has 

encouraged relationships between public officials and private landowners.  In a once disparaged 

community, the Blackfoot Watershed has an increased trust between all stakeholders.  Citizens 

see themselves as a part of the overall community and are encouraged to voice their wants and 

desires to government officials.  The Blackfoot Challenge is widely regarded for its enhanced 

problems solving capacity.  Information is easily accessible and scientific databases are used to 

ensure well-informed decisions are made (Ash Institute, 2006: 2).   Mazmanian and Kraft defines 

a sustainable community as one in which “economic vitality, ecological integrity, civic 

democracy, and social well-being are linked in complementary fashion, thereby fostering a high 

quality of life and a strong sense of reciprocal obligation among its members” (2009: 37).   

 Collaborative process buy-in.  It is important for members of the collaborative process 

to ascribe themselves to the greater idea.  Ansell and Gash identify these attributes as a 

commitment to process and a shared understanding (2007: 559).  Figure 5 outlines Landscape 

Connectivity and Ecosystem Management condition for the BCCA Management Plan for the 

Core.  This attribute emphasizes the need for the BCCA Core to realize the needs of the 

community and understand what is needed (BCCA, 2007: 15).  The needs of the community will 

drive the BCCA Core rather than the Core driving the needs of the community.   

Stakeholder interactions. The Blackfoot Challenge has outlined their “key strategies for 

community engagement” that incorporates the collaborative process.  They ensure that 

communication will take place between members of the Blackfoot Challenge and members of 

the community.  Additionally, the community will be notified of upcoming Blackfoot Council 

meetings and will be encouraged to attend.  Annual meetings as well as any supplementary 

meetings will be open to the public.  For furthered communication, newsletters, emails, post 
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office notices, and the website will be updated frequently.  Educational outreach will be made 

available to the community, which will include touring the Blackfoot Watershed in order to gain 

a more detailed understanding of the issues at hand (BCCA, 2007: 28). 

Outcomes 

 Measuring the final outcomes of the BCCA Core is important to help us understand how 

these rules and regulations could be altered to reach goals (Koontz and Thomas, 2012: 769).  

Evaluating the outcomes of the BCCA Core becomes difficult when its goals are numerous and 

varied (Figure 5).  A clear goal of the BCCA Core is to maintain a habitat that promotes 

biodiversity.  With such a storied history of extensive timber harvests, this goal seems far from 

attainable.  However, “small younger trees dominate the landscape in many areas.  Natural and 

artificial regeneration have resulted in very successful reforestation of the property (BCCA, 

2009: 30).  As is recommended by both Koontz and Thomas (2012) and Conley and Moote 

(2003), the BCCA Core is actively monitoring all land changes (BCCA, 2007: 42). 

For nearly the past 80 years, all of the “merchantable” timber within the Blackfoot 

Watershed was harvested with some areas being clear-cut (BCCA, 2007: 30).  The Blackfoot 

Community Conservation Area (BCCA) was established to provide community ownership and 

cooperative management of 1.5 million acres in southwestern Montana.  In response to interest in 

developing a landscape that is both ecologically diverse and economically sustainable, the 

Blackfoot Challenge was formed in 1993.  This fifteen-member committee consists of private 

landowners, businesses, commercial enterprises, and recreational groups. Collaborative 

processes like the Blackfoot Challenge have emerged throughout the more recent environmental 

management world with varying definitions of what constitutes “success” or “failure.”  However, 

the Blackfoot Challenge very clearly identifies the building of “trust, partnerships, and working 
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together” to be their signifiers of success.  Collaborative governance, as outlined by Ansell and 

Gash is a governing system reliant upon “consensus-oriented decision making” throughout a 

variety of stakeholders (2007: 543).  

The Blackfoot Community Conservation Area is an ideal community forest due to its 

inclusion of antecedent, structure of the collaboration, and process of the collaboration variables.  

These variables, as outlined by Ansell and Gash, Weber, and Ostrom, are necessary for a 

successful collaboration.  The outcomes of success in the Blackfoot Community Conservation 

Area are seen in the increase of small, young trees throughout the landscape (BCCA, 2007: 30) 

as well as a strengthened community and stronger social capital (Weber, 2009: 319). 

 

Conclusion 

This study attempted to understand the successes of the Blackfoot Community 

Conservation Area (BCCA) as described by three models of collaborative governance.  Through 

the use of a thorough literature review and interviews, this research has determined that the 

inclusion of antecedent conditions, structure, and process variables will greatly improve the 

likelihood of collaborative success.  The presence of each of these variables is present within the 

BCCA and has been since its inception.   

This research further emphasizes the importance of historical context within a 

collaborative.  The history of the BCCA and the Blackfoot Watershed is tumultuous and has 

exemplified the failed top-down management approaches seen throughout American 

environmental policies.  Most importantly, the BCCA has sought to include stakeholders from 

this tumultuous past in order to provide process legitimacy, transparency, and a credible 

commitment to the collaborative process.  Exemplified by the inclusion of timber company 
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stakeholders, the BCCA has moved beyond prior conflicts towards a fully inclusive 

collaboration.   

The evidence provided by this research would then point to the importance of community 

involvement from the earliest stages of collaborative processes.  Using this evidence, a 

collaborative that has begun through the efforts of the community and not by the efforts of 

outside stakeholders will be more successful and sustainable.  The importance of a bottom-up 

governance approach in successful collaborations should not negate the inclusion of troublesome 

or adversarial stakeholders.  Instead, the evidence of the BCCA suggests that the inclusion of 

these stakeholders brings long-term sustainability and legitimacy to the collaborative governance 

approach.   

The frameworks studied for this analysis all emphasized the importance of proper 

stakeholder interactions.  Outlined by problem solving approaches, trust building, and 

stakeholder autonomy, this variable, while present, was not emphasized by interviewees or 

literature.  While this variable could be seen as an implicit aspect of collaboration, the emphasis 

of this variable was limited to interactions between adversarial stakeholders – those of which are 

becoming fewer and fewer in this region.  When asked about prior conflicts within the Blackfoot 

Watershed, interviewees spoke about conflicts with following their collaborative process and not 

necessarily with adversarial stakeholders.  While the stakeholder interaction variable is present in 

all three frameworks studied for this research, it is not necessary for this particular collaboration.   

Ansell and Gash summarize the importance of collaborative governance – “[i]t seems to 

promise that if we govern collaboratively, we may avoid the high costs of adversarial policy 

making, expand democratic participation, and even restore rationality to public management” 
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(2007: 561).  In the case of the Blackfoot Watershed, a debilitated environment, endangered and 

threatened species, and a disjointed community were all addressed in the early 1990s.  

Currently, the Blackfoot Watershed is enjoying a thriving natural ecosystem and an open, 

trusting community.  Fortunate for the Blackfoot Watershed, this community shifted away from 

traditional bureaucratic structures to achieve a greater goal.  Cooperation, coordination, and 

community involvement are mainstays in the Blackfoot Watershed while deceit and community 

separation are no longer a part of everyday life.  The successes of the Blackfoot Challenge have 

translated to other citizens and public agencies outside of the Blackfoot Watershed.  While the 

Blackfoot Challenge is an example of a collaborative governance success story, further analysis 

into the circumstances that led to this success should be conducted.  The Blackfoot Challenge is 

an example of a successful bottom-up approach to environmental problem solving, but the 

reasons for this success have yet to be examined.  
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