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Collaborative governance is often used as a strategy to address seemingly intractable common 

pool resource (CPR) problems. These types of problems exist in situations where broad 

populations can positively or negatively impact, and derive benefits from, a given finite resource 

(e.g., drinking water systems, irrigation systems) (Ostrom, 2008). In many contemporary CPR 

contexts, interests are varied, stakes are high, actors have exhausted other options, and a re-

examination of interests, values and objectives is required. Collaborative governance is 

increasingly applied in such situations (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Dutterer & Margerum, 2015; Innes 

& Booher, 2010).  

Decisions made using collaborative processes must often be implemented in political-economic 

contexts that transcend action-focused CPR arenas (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2012; 

Kadirbeyoglu & Özertan, 2015; Ojha et al., 2016). This is especially true when collaboration 

addresses problems that span institutional arenas and the activities of entrenched interests 

(Kashwan, 2015; Margerum & Robinson, 2015). In particular, collaboration in neoliberal contexts 

that are characterized by large power imbalances – such as those where major energy industry 

interests operate – are inherently defined by decisions, dynamics and ideas that transcend the 

collaborative action arena. This article examines two such cases of collaborative CPR governance 

in  Canada – one targeted at developing policies for governing drinking water resources, and 

another tasked with developing policies for water withdrawals from a river. 

Collaborative governance is characterized by the pooling of knowledge and resources amongst a 

broadly inclusive set of actors with an interest in the problem at hand (e.g., citizen groups, policy 

makers, natural resource or other industries, Indigenous groups) (Ansell & Gash, 2008). As 

governance processes that aim to make decisions or take action to address a given problem, 

collaborative governance often focuses on crafting formal or informal policy solutions (de Loë & 
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Kreutzwiser, 2007). Governance activities can be initiated and run with, or without, state 

involvement (Kooiman, 2003). However, a significant proportion of collaborative processes are 

initiated or invited by the state in order to provide input into formal policy processes and 

outputs (Newig & Koontz, 2014). This is the case for the collaborative water governance 

processes examined in this article.   

Collaborative processes are usually based upon deliberative dialogue and decision-making. 

Participants typically aim to foster shared learning and relationship building. Resultant 

governance solutions are often, although not always, consensus-focused. Theory on 

collaborative governance assumes that such solutions are more equitable and less subject to 

contestation or non-compliance (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Koontz, 2014; Sabatier et al., 2005). In 

practice, collaborative processes often struggle to obtain equitable representation, balanced 

discourse and, ultimately, the achievement of improved CPR governance (Cook, 2015; Kallis, 

Kiparsky, & Norgaard, 2009; Memon & Kirk, 2012).  

The challenges to improved CPR governance outlined above can be linked to larger trends 

associated with the neoliberalization of environmental governance (Newell, 2008). Collaborative 

governance itself has been labeled as a neoliberal strategy to quell dissent by directing the 

efforts of social or environmental actors into intensive processes with constrained agendas that 

can ultimately have little effect on decision making (García-López & Arizpe, 2010; Kallis et al., 

2009). Key actors can be delegitimized if they refuse to participate in collaborative processes 

that have been designed by powerful state, industry or other actor groups (García-López & 

Arizpe, 2010). These potential negative outcomes make it important to consider the power 

dynamics at play in collaborative CPR governance contexts. 
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Despite its impact on collaborative governance processes and outcomes, power continues to 

present challenges for the theorization and operationalization of work on the commons 

(Clement, 2010; Whaley & Weatherhead, 2014). The actor and action-centric operational 

models that informed the development of CPR theory (e.g., Ostrom, 2011) can make it difficult 

to identify implications of power that do not manifest through direct action or dynamics within 

the action arena (Cleaver, 2000; Steins & Edwards, 1999). Power dynamics that manifest 

through inaction or non-decisions are often missed when focusing on action situations and 

achieved outcomes. However, much empirical research on CPRs, and particularly on 

collaboration as a particular mode of CPR governance, tends to focus only on those 

consequences of power that are visibly expressed and easily observed (Brisbois & de Loë, 2016b; 

Whaley & Weatherhead, 2014).  

Recent work on power in CPR governance has begun to more clearly describe the many 

different ways that power can shape governance processes and outcomes. (Clement, 2010; 

Kadirbeyoglu & Özertan, 2015; Kashwan, 2015; Whaley & Weatherhead, 2014). This paper 

builds on that work and uses theory on power (e.g., Lukes, 2005) to develop a framework that 

helps describe how power is operating through Ostrom’s (2005) influential Institutional Analysis 

and Design (IAD) framework. We present a multiple case study analysis drawn from two 

empirical instances of collaborative governance in the presence of significant power imbalances. 

These imbalances are embodied by the participation of major energy industry interests in water 

governance processes in Canada. The cases examine collaboration nested within provincial 

institutional contexts: one in the oil sands region in Alberta, and one in a region of Ontario 

hosting a high density of petrochemical industries. The next section develops a framework for 

power analysis based on the work of Lukes (Hayward & Lukes, 2008; Lukes, 2005) and informed 

by other seminal power scholars (Bourdieu, 1977; Foucault, 1978; Gaventa, 1982). This 
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framework is then used to analyze and discuss the ways that power can be expressed in the 

context of collaboration addressing CPRs.  

POWER AND THE INSTITUTIONAL ANALYSIS AND DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK 

Power is regularly identified as an issue in CPR contexts but rarely thoroughly examined from a 

theoretically informed perspective (Agrawal, 2003; Kashwan, 2015; Theesfeld, 2011; Whaley & 

Weatherhead, 2014). As mentioned, part of the problem is that commons research is often 

limited to the local level and does not usually consider broader contextual factors (Kadirbeyoglu 

& Özertan, 2015; Ojha et al., 2016). This is especially true of contexts that conform closely to 

Ostrom’s ideal typology of local, self-organizing, collective-action situations (Kadirbeyoglu & 

Özertan, 2015).  

The IAD is often used to examine local or regional situations that involve actors representing 

interests that operate beyond the local level (e.g., Hardy & Koontz, 2009; Sabatier et al., 2005). 

Some actors (e.g., multi-national companies, national government representatives, international 

NGOs) are able to exert influence at policy levels in ways not available to actors at local or 

regional levels. Research that does not account for power operating at all institutional levels is 

therefore often unable to effectively characterize governance contexts because fundamental 

factors determining outcomes remain unexamined (Agrawal, 2003; Brisbois & de Loë, 2016b; 

Kashwan, 2015).  

In order to more formally account for power within the IAD framework,  Clement (2010) 

proposed a “politicized” version of the well-established IAD framework (Figure 1). This new 

version includes “political-economic contexts” and “discourse” as exogenous variables, in 

addition to the original focus on rules-in-use, biophysical conditions, community attributes, 

action arenas, and patterns of interaction.  These new variables have the potential to capture 



 6 

many important power dynamics within IAD analysis. However, effectively incorporating the 

new “politicized” variables is not necessarily intuitive for scholars without a background in 

power theory. 

Figure 1 The "politicized" IAD framework (Clement 2010). 

 

 

We argue that empirical analysis of these, and the original, IAD variables will benefit from a 

more structured approach to the incorporation of power theory. We also believe that it is more 

productive to work directly with the IAD, incorporating the “politicized” variables, rather than 

alternatives or approaches that use the IAD as a base (e.g., Kashwan's (2015) interlinked 

institutional arenas) because the IAD is widely used and understood (Kadirbeyoglu & Özertan, 

2015).  

The IAD framework’s broad compatibility with other social science theories and frameworks 

(Ostrom, 2011) allows for the relatively smooth incorporation of theories on power. Power 

theories offer explanations and insight regarding the tangible ways that power impacts 

processes in the action arena, and the outcomes that can and cannot be produced.  In this 

orthodoxies” which guide policies on the basis of over-simplified, inaccurate and some-
times false accounts of human-environment relations (cf. Forsyth 2003). As evidenced
further in this paper, identifying the discursive mechanisms contingent to policy design is
of particular importance for scholars engaged in policy debates and striving for policy
change.

To summarise the discussion, the IAD analytical frame offers a strong and well-tested
foundation for the analysis of decentralised natural resource governance by its identifi-
cation of the key factors that affect actors’ decisions at different governance level. What is
more, it offers a solid basis for multi-level studies by relating the decisions of actors across
governance levels. However, the framework has been little applied insofar to the study of
environmental policy processes across government levels because of a number of weak-
nesses. First, it lacks locating the unit of analysis in its historical, social and discursive
context. Of particular relevance to trace the design and implementation of natural resource
policies is the influence of the political and economic context on institutional change. As a
result, it does not help the analyst to explain why some of the identified variables are more
important in some contexts than in others. Secondly, the framework does not offer the
adequate tools to explore how some variables have come into being, sustained or evolved
over time. The framework does not adequately capture how power distribution at each
governance level and between different levels affects rule crafting and the transformation
of rules into actual practices. Neither does it consider how beliefs, norms and values
emerge.

Enriching the IAD framework

Components of the framework

On the basis of these theoretical considerations, two exogenous variables were added to the
original IAD framework (Fig. 4; added variables appear in grey shaded boxes): the
politico-economic context and discourses. These variables impact both the action situation
—notably in the way they position actors—and the actors, as they shape values, norms and
preferences.

Fig. 4 Detail of the extended framework

Policy Sci (2010) 43:129–156 139

123
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paper, we use the work of Lukes (2005), informed by other scholars, to illuminate ways that 

power is expressed in the IAD. We retain the parameters of Clement’s (2010) politicized IAD 

framework because they highlight important dynamics in CPR governance situations that can be 

easily missed without specific attention. We argue that the IAD can be improved by examining 

the ways in which power manifests in inaction, non-decisions or an inability to influence rules in 

use. These are aspects not captured through the IAD framework’s focus on action situations. By 

accounting for inaction and covert institutional biases, our approach provides insights to guide 

the development of robust recommendations to improve collaborative CPR governance.    

Conceptualizing Power 

One of the reasons power is often neglected is because the definition of power itself is highly 

contestable.  This study uses the perspective of Lukes (2005) because his definition of power, 

where “A exercises power over B when A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests” (2005, 

p. 37), is particularly effective in examining political contexts such as collaborative governance. 

These are contexts where policy processes may favour particular interests despite the absence 

of overt conflict (Caine & Krogman, 2010). Power here is interpreted as relational and 

continuously created, rather than as a static commodity that can be gained or lost (Clegg & 

Haugaard, 2009). This view of power highlights domination but does not preclude 

empowerment or the productive exercise of power. In particular, recognition of power’s 

domination-focused expressions can highlight means to empower marginalized actors (Hayward 

& Lukes, 2008).  

Lukes’ conceptualization of power operates through three overlapping and mutually reinforcing 

dimensions.  Below, we define these dimensions of power and highlight how Lukes’ theory, 
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augmented by the work of other power scholars, can provide guidance to interpret how power 

manifests in CPR governance contexts using the IAD framework (Table 1).  

Lukes (2005) first dimension represents the ability to prevail in decisions, despite opposition. 

This dimension is premised upon the assumption that different actors have equal access and 

opportunity to influence decision making. With a focus on actors and outcomes, this dimension 

explains much of the visible contestation through interaction that takes places within the action 

arena in pursuit of outcomes, absent any consideration of exogenous variables.  

First dimensional power is reasonably well captured by Ostrom’s (2005) IAD framework. The 

focus on obvious exertion of power, the nature of participation within the action arena, and 

“winners” in terms of decisions and outcomes are all readily visible.  This is apparent in the work 

of a number of commons scholars who employ the IAD framework but don’t specifically focus 

on power (e.g., Benson, Jordan, Cook, & Smith, 2013; Hardy & Koontz, 2009). However, power 

viewed this way, and the IAD framework itself, have been criticized for over-simplifying the 

complexity of human relationships and influence of structures over time (e.g., Bachrach & 

Baratz, 1963; Clement, 2010).    

The second dimension considers the ways in which certain issues are excluded from decision 

making agendas; it acknowledges that powerful actors benefit from decisions in their favour and 

that they can also prevent issues contrary to their interests from arising. Importantly, overt 

action is not necessary to constrain the scope of decision-making. This form of power operates 

through institutional biases and rules-in-use that favour certain interests over others and that 

may be covert (Bachrach & Baratz, 1963; Lukes, 2005; Theesfeld, 2011). In this way, it explicitly 

highlights issues that may be overlooked through the IAD’s focus on action situations.  
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The often-hidden nature of second-dimensional power means that it has been less frequently 

identified in CPR contexts. Examining this dimension requires considering non-participation, 

gaps in information and options for action that are unavailable to participants, even when a 

desire for those options has been expressed in the action arena or other contexts. Power’s 

second dimension highlights exogenous relationships and variables, and rules-in-use in the 

action arena. This includes rules that impact the scope of decision-making, boundaries regarding 

actions that can be undertaken, options available to actors, and outcomes that can be produced 

via collaboration.  Power’s second dimension, like the first, examines who benefits from 

outcomes (Theesfeld, 2011). It draws out “political-economic context”, “rules” and “community 

attributes” as conditions that shape the action arena in the IAD and politicized IAD frameworks.  

The third dimension differs from the first two dimensions in that it is not power wielded by a 

specific actor at a given point in time. Instead, it is the manifestation of the conscious and 

unconscious actions and non-actions, and decisions and non-decisions, of many individuals over 

time (Akram, Emerson, & Marsh, 2015). For example, existing social norms and ideals 

concerning issues such as consumerism or human dominance of nature are the result of actions 

and decisions taken – or not taken – by actors over history (e.g., manufacturers, religious 

leaders, politicians, advertising agencies, resource companies, individuals who consume 

products). These actions and decisions have been reinforced and solidified into physical and 

social infrastructures and institutions that, often unconsciously, guide our behavior and 

thoughts. This description also makes it clear that these structures can be changed if the 

underlying actions, decisions and behaviours that uphold these structures begin to shift.  

The third dimensions highlights the ways in which dominant ideas, institutions and values can 

reinforce perceptions that the status quo is natural, beneficial or unchangeable. This dimension 
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captures some of the “discursive” and "political-economic" context in which action situations 

occur. Power manifesting in this dimension results in latent conflict that may not be obvious and 

immediately observable.  It can prevent, or enable, the realization and articulation of 

governance preferences (Gaventa, 1982).  

This dimension is more difficult to reveal for the very reason that the internal processes through 

which individuals engage with existing power structures are often not directly expressed 

through action; in effect, they occur within the minds of individuals (Hayward & Lukes, 2008). As 

such, analysis of the third dimension remains underdeveloped (Akram et al., 2015). Power’s 

third dimension requires consideration of external constraints, and the historical contexts 

through which those constraints are created, on the action situations that define collaboration 

(Akram et al., 2015; Gaventa, 1982; Hayward & Lukes, 2008). Identifying third-dimensional 

power may require collecting indirect evidence, such as how actors or institutions respond to 

real or perceived lapses in power, and considering whether dominant discourses marginalize 

alternative perspectives or disguise contradictions (Lukes, 2005). Conducted this way, 

consideration of the third dimension accounts for patterns of actions that take place within 

contexts that are continuously constructed over time (Akram et al., 2015; Bourdieu, 1977; 

Foucault, 1978). 

Table 1, which is integrated into the beginning of the results section, combines Lukes’ (2005) 

dimensions of power with theory on the IAD and collaborative governance. It presents a 

framework for the study of power in situations where the IAD is used. Applying this framework 

to the practice of collaboration in the cases examined reveals expressions of power over all 

three of Lukes’ dimensions.  

METHODS  
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A qualitative multiple case study research design was used in this investigation. The cases are 

characterized by the presence of government-initiated and controlled collaborative water 

governance processes occurring at the local and regional level. Cases were selected based on 

the active involvement of large oil companies in the geographic region and in the collaborative 

process itself.  Analysis of one of the cases, the Thames-Sydenham and Region Source Protection 

Committee (T-S SPC) in the Canadian province of Ontario has been published elsewhere 

(Brisbois & de Loë, 2016a, 2016c). Here, it is used to draw out additional findings in the context 

of CPR scholarship through a  multiple case study analysis with a second case, the Phase 2 

Framework Committee (P2FC) in the Canadian province of Alberta. Before describing each case, 

we provide the context in which they operated below. 

The Thames-Sydenham and Region Source Protection Committee (TS-SPC) operates in the 

Thames and Sydenham River Watersheds in the Southwestern portion of the Province of 

Ontario. These watersheds contain several small cities and towns with municipal drinking water 

supplies. The municipal systems obtain their water supplies from a mix of surface and ground 

water resources (TS-SPC, 2017). 

Bordering on the U.S. State of Michigan, Ontario is Canada’s most populace province. Proximity 

to the Great Lakes for transport, and significant swaths of arable land, have resulted in an 

economy historically dominated by manufacturing and agriculture. While the province of 

Alberta is known for its oil resources, the first commercial oil development in Canada occurred 

in Ontario, in and around the Thames-Sydenham and Region watersheds. Oil and gas 

development led to the establishment of the largest concentration of petrochemical industries 

in Canada, 36 as of 2016, in the border city of Sarnia (Sarnia-Lambton Economic Partnership, 

2016). Pipelines from Alberta have supplied this concentration of industries, anecdotally known 
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as “Chemical Valley”, with raw petroleum materials even as oil drilling within the province of 

Ontario exhausted locally available resources. The petrochemicals industry in Ontario, largely 

based in the Sarnia region, is a $20 billion sector providing 42,000 jobs (Chemical Industry 

Association of Canada, 2012). 

Petrochemical activity in the Sarnia region has generated significant environmental impacts. A 

(2011) report by the World Health Organization identified air pollution in Sarnia as the worst in 

Canada. Precedent-setting negative health impacts on gender birth ratios and reproductive 

success, linked to environmental conditions, have been documented in an adjacent Indigenous 

reserve (Mackenzie, Lockridge, & Keith, 2005). Spills of various kinds into the St. Clair River, the 

waterway on which Sarnia is located, are a regular occurrence and impact downstream water 

quality (Gough, 2013).  

The P2FC case is located in the Athabasca basin, which drains approximately 159 000km2 in the 

province of Alberta. Over three-quarters of the province’s oil sands resources, the third largest 

oil reserve in the world, are located in the Athabasca basin (Government of Alberta, 2012). Oil 

sands production has grown from approximately 0.66 billion barrels per day (bbl/day) in 2000 to 

2.3 million bbl/day in 2014 (Alberta Energy and Utilities Board, 2001; Alberta Energy Regulator, 

2015) and is expected to grow to 4.8 million bbl/day by 2030 (Alberta Energy Regulator, 2015).  

Oil sands mining figures prominently in Alberta’s economy. In 2014-2015, royalties collected 

from bitumen mining accounted for approximately 55% of Alberta’s $8.9 billion non-renewable 

resource revenue (Alberta Energy Regulator, 2015). That figure has dropped as the price of oil 

declined from approximately $100 to $40/barrel between May 2014 and January 2016 

(Government of Alberta, 2015a). The contraction in oil prices since 2016 has resulted in job 
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losses and declines in investment and production in Alberta’s energy industry. This has 

tempered the economic performance of oil sands (Government of Alberta, 2016). 

Oil sands mining is controversial because of its local and regional environmental impacts, its 

contribution to Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions, and its impacts on local Aboriginal and 

treaty rights (Mantyka-Pringle, Westman, Kythreotis, & Schindler, 2015). The Athabasca River is 

the main source of water for oil sands mining operations, which require approximately 3.1 

barrels of water per barrel of oil (Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, 2015). The oil 

sands sector collectively holds approximately 50% of total water allocations and is responsible 

for 72% of estimated water use in the basin (Government of Alberta, 2015b). Water use is a 

concern in oil sands development, but total withdrawals from the Athabasca River are modest 

relative to available flows (Government of Alberta, 2015b). Much more significant are concerns 

relating to water quality contamination from oil sands mining practices, including leaking waste 

ponds (Timoney & Lee, 2009). 

Cases 

The T-S SPC was formed under the direction of the Ontario (2006) Clean Water Act. The Act 

mandated the creation of collaborative committees with the task of developing watershed-

based Source Protection Plans addressing the protection of municipal drinking water supplies. 

At the time of study, the T-S SPC included representation from community, municipal, business 

and industrial interests. Indigenous communities were granted non-voting membership because 

drinking water on Indigenous reserves is under federal, not provincial, jurisdiction. The 

collaboratively-developed plans were submitted to the provincial Ministry of the Environment 

for review. Content was either accepted or sent back to committees for renegotiation. When 

content was considered acceptable by the Ministry, plans were signed in to law and became 
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formal regulatory documents. The T-S SPC Source Protection Plan was formally approved in 

September 2015, after data collection for this study concluded. 

The second case, the P2FC, was formed in 2008 to provide the Government of Alberta with 

recommendations for cumulative oil sands water withdrawals from the Athabasca River – the 

CPR system in question. All oil sands mining companies that withdraw water from the Athabasca 

River, the federal government, the province of Alberta, one Métis1 community, one First Nations 

community, and three environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) were included 

as part of the P2FC process. A collaborative, structured decision-making process, informed by 

principles including recognizing multiple perspectives, meaningful participation, and striving for 

consensus, was used to develop recommendations (Ohlson, Long, & Hatfield, 2010). The P2FC 

submitted non-consensus recommendations to the government of Alberta in 2010, which were 

reviewed by a federal science advisory committee in the spring of that year. In 2013, the 

government of Alberta held engagement sessions on a draft policy for oil sands water use, 

informed by the P2FC’s recommendations, with involvement by ENGOs, industry and Indigenous 

governments. The final policy, called the Surface Water Quantity Management Framework for 

the Lower Athabasca River (hereafter referred to as the Framework), which adopts the 

withdrawal rules recommended by the P2FC, was released in March 2015. 

Data Collection 

                                                             

1 Métis is a term used in Canada to describe individuals descended from peoples of mixed North 

American Indigenous and European descent. The Métis are recognized as a distinct aboriginal 

people under Canada’s Constitution.  
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Data collection was guided by the conceptual framework presented in Table 1 (see below). 

Lukes’ three dimensions were used to structure analysis, while theory on collaboration, CPR and 

multi-actor governance provided guidance on issues of concern (e.g., access, knowledge, etc.). 

Data were collected from three sources. Semi-structured key informant interviews were 

conducted across both cases. Twenty-one interviews were conducted for the T-S SPC, and nine 

for the P2FC process. Interviewees were drawn from municipal, provincial and federal 

government, industry, NGOs and ENGOs, First Nations, and external policy analysis groups. 

Documents were another key source of data. In total, 110 documents were collected including 

interpersonal communications, government and industry policy documents, briefs, lobbying and 

intervention records, meeting minutes, media articles, websites, and collaborative group 

materials. Interviews and documents were supplemented by observations collected during field 

visits, collaborative group meetings and interviews. Data collection was stopped when 

saturation emerged (Saumure & Given, 2008). 

Interviews were transcribed and returned to participants for verification. Data from all three 

sources were compiled and coded using QSR NVivo10. Coding was largely deductive and was 

guided by the conceptual framework in order to generate findings organized according to Lukes’ 

(2005) three dimensions. Data sources were triangulated to increase rigour. Following the first 

round of coding, data sets were compared in order to identify key similarities and differences 

with the potential to provide insight into contextual factors affecting the ability of the 

collaborative processes examined to achieve desired social and environmental outcomes.  

RESULTS  

Results are summarized in Table 1.  Findings emphasize the ways that power theory can help 

structure analysis of the parameters of the IAD, including Clement’s (2010) political economic 
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context and discourse variables. It highlights power dynamics, often related to inaction and non-

decisions, that may be missed by focusing too strongly on action situations. Power plays out 

throughout the entire IAD framework, and is apparent in both the development of exogenous 

variables, and within the action arena itself. 

Table 1: Considering power in IAD analysis of collaborative governance situations: 

framework and results   

Dimension of Power Relevant IAD 
variables 

Recommendations for 
analysis of collaborative 
governance processes 

Power Dynamics Revealed 

1st dimension: The ability to 
prevail in decisions, despite 
opposition (Dahl, 1957; 
Lukes, 2005) 

• Actors 
• Outcomes 
• Payoff rules 

Attend to participation 
patterns within the action 
arena, interests expressed 
by actors in the action 
arena, which actors are 
most satisfied with the 
outcome, who is most 
highly resourced 

• Industry satisfaction with 
the process and outcomes 
(P2FC; TS-SPC) 

• Civil and environmental 
concerns with process and 
outcomes (P2FC – from 
participants; TS-SPC – 
from outside actors) 

Absence of civil and 
environmental actors (TS-
SPC), Indigenous actors 
(P2FC) 

2nd dimension: The ability to 
set the agenda, to define the 
scope of decision-making to 
relatively ‘safe’ issues 
(Bachrach & Baratz, 1963; 
Lukes, 2005) 
 

• Political-
economic 
context 

• Community 
Attributes 

• Rules in Use 
• Boundary 

Rules 
• Position 

Rules 
• Choice Rules 
• Information 

Rules 
• Aggregation 

Rules 
• Scope Rules 
• Pay off Rules 

Consider whether 
actors/interests benefit 
from relatively constrained 
scope/boundary/choice/inf
ormation rules 
• Interests/concerns not 

voiced in the action 
arena 

• Whether actors failed to 
undertake possible 
actions available to 
them   

• Actions/choices 
unavailable to actors, 
even when they 
articulated a preference 
for a particular action 

• Who shapes rules-in-
use? 
 

 

• Scope of the action arena 
made it impossible to 
develop options that 
would negatively impact 
industry operations 
(P2FC; TS-SPC) 

• Environmental (TS-SPC) 
and Indigenous (P2FC) 
perspectives were absent 

• Rules were re-defined 
(TS-SPC) or selectively 
enforced (P2FC) to the 
benefit of industry actors 

Government inaction in 
enforcement of rules (P2FC; 
TS-SPC), and consideration 
of recommendations (P2FC; 
TS-SPC) created outcomes 
that favoured industry 
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Dimension of Power Relevant IAD 
variables 

Recommendations for 
analysis of collaborative 
governance processes 

Power Dynamics Revealed 

3rd dimension: Social forces, 
institutional practices as 
continuously constructed 
over time, unquestioned or 
unquestionable habits, ideas, 
values and structures that 
limit the articulation and 
consideration of alternatives 
in public space (Akram et 
al., 2015; Bourdieu, 1977; 
Foucault, 1978; Lukes, 
2005) 

• Discourses 
• Political-

economic 
context 

 

Consider whether 
dominant ideas/values 
marginalize alternative 
perspectives and disguise 
existing asymmetries 
Consider which 
interests/actors benefit 
from dominant ideas 
Consider how dominant 
ideas/values were 
constructed 

Pre-defined scope and rules 
were justified based on the 
assumption that increased 
resource exploitation and 
growth is consistent with the 
public good, despite 
evidence and stated concerns 
to the contrary (P2FC; TS-
SPC) 

 

Within Table 1, conceptual overlap over the three dimensions means that some issues appear 

more than once. For example, the absence of some actors is highlighted by the first dimension, 

while the absence of the interests and ideas those actors represent is highlighted by the second 

dimension. 

First Dimension 

The action arena (Figure 1) is where power in Lukes’ (2005) first dimension most visibly plays 

out.  This is power, or reactions to it, that are overt and concerned with control over outcomes. 

Table 1 directs attention toward which actors prevail within the action situation, and the relative 

satisfaction of actors with collaborative processes and outcomes. Examining outcomes to the 

extent they were established at the time of study, the policy decisions made in both cases 

conformed to industry interests. Industry representatives established, through interviews, that 

they were happy with how the processes played out.  For example, an industry interviewee from 

the TS-SPC noted that  

I’m pleased with how things turned out and I think that overall, from an 

industrial standpoint, we managed to achieve our objectives re…working to 
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preserve source water protection and also allowing us the flexibility to do the 

things that we want to do (industry interview) 

Industry representatives in the P2FC did acknowledge challenges within the process but still 

maintained a positive focus. This is in contrast to actors from civil and environmental sectors 

who were less satisfied with outcomes. For instance, the rules adopted in the Framework for the 

Lower Athabasca, recommended by the P2FC, were non-consensus. ENGOs dissented, in part, 

because they believed that the recommended rules are not sufficiently protective of the river at 

low-flow conditions (Alberta Wilderness Association, Pembina Institute, South Peace 

Environment Association, & WWF-Canada, 2015; Lebel, Maas, & Powell, 2011).  

In Ontario, the interview data are supported by analysis of policy intervention records where 

industry’s established concerns were addressed in final collaborative plans (i.e., no additional 

regulatory burden, no patchwork of regulations across the province). However, non-industry 

concerns about the limited scope of source water protection were not. Early advisory 

documents and non-industry comments on the Clean Water Act recommended that 

collaboration address water quality for all Ontario residents, not just those who are serviced by 

municipal supplies (industry, government and civil interviews; Office of the Auditor General of 

Ontario, 2014).  

Examining actors through the first dimension, civil and environmental actors across both cases 

identified concerns with the ability of the process to address their interests, even where they 

were happy with the use of collaboration. For example, one ENGO participant in the P2FC 

reported that even though certain topics were “off-limits” and the process did not adequately 

include ENGO interests, there was value in participating in the process because it is a potential 

avenue to influence policy (civil interview).  



 19 

Several Indigenous groups declined to participate in the P2FC process because they did not 

believe it could adequately incorporate their interests (Indigenous and government interviews). 

They opted to submit separate recommendations to the provincial government (Candler, 2010). 

There were no specific environmental interest groups present on the TS-SPC. This perhaps 

explains the overall collegial atmosphere of that process when contrasted with other Source 

Protection Committees who reported a great deal more conflict over issues such as aggregate 

extraction (Concerned Citizens of Brant, 2015), and contamination in rural areas (Scott, 2012).  

Dissatisfaction with the process and gaps in participation in both collaborative processes are 

strongly related to how power’s second dimension, discussed next, impacted both cases. 

Second Dimension 

We examined those interests that are included, or excluded, in defining the content and 

purpose of the action arena using Lukes’ second dimension. This dimension helps to draw out 

insights related to political-economic, community, and rule-based exogenous variables and 

rules-in-use in the action arena. These insights lead to a clearer understanding of which interests 

ultimately benefit, not just in the action arena, but with respect to outcomes. This approach can 

also help to reveal power issues that are not readily apparent because they manifest through 

inaction rather than action.    

Constraints on agenda setting controlled which issues were on the table in both the P2FC and 

the TS-SPC. In the P2FC, only high oil sands growth scenarios were modelled and considered for 

the development of alternative water withdrawal rules (Ohlson et al., 2010), despite the fact 

that several participants believed considering lower-growth scenarios was desirable and would 

be beneficial (2 civil interviews). This directly impacted the choice, scope and information rules. 

Furthermore, the absence of some Indigenous participants in the P2FC meant that their 
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perspectives and interests were not factored into modelled alternative withdrawal rules 

considered by the P2FC (Candler, 2010; civil interviews; Ohlson et al., 2010).  

An absence of specifically environmental NGO participation on the TS-SPC likewise limited the 

expression of environmental considerations on that committee; the 7 “civil” seats were 

populated by groups that did not have a specific environmental focus. Collaboration under the 

CWA was also limited to consideration of only municipal drinking water supplies within 

provincially defined boundaries. Original recommendations for Source Water Protection 

recommended protection of all water supplies. Both interviewees, and the Auditor-General of 

Ontario, expressed concerns with this restriction and with the set boundaries (civil and 

government interviews; Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, 2014).  

In the TS-SPC, the government took action over the course of collaboration to exempt potential 

threats to drinking water along the shores of the Great Lakes through retroactively-issued rules-

in-use. This effectively excluded the activities of a number of major industries from the 

jurisdiction of collaborative Source Protection Committees. As it became apparent that 

committees could issue binding rules that would impact operations and profitability, these 

retroactively-issued rules bounded the scope of collaboration such that significant concerns of 

civil and environmental actors related to pollution from large industries could not be addressed 

through the process. According to one interviewee, “I think a lot of citizens were disappointed 

with what we could do... most often we would be stuck saying we really can't do anything about 

it because it's out of our area” (industry interview).  The Auditor-General of the province also 

expressed concerns about this restriction (Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, 2014).  

In both cases, government inaction directly impacted decisions in, and outcomes from, the 

action area. Interview and document evidence from the TS-SPC indicates that environmental 
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emissions regulations in the study area are often ignored because of political pressure to protect 

industries that provide jobs (industry interviews; Hume, 2016). In the P2FC, the provincial 

government declined to assert its sovereignty over water licensing by allowing senior (under 

Alberta’s prior allocation licensing system) water license holders, Suncor and Syncrude, to 

continue to withdraw water at the low flow-threshold identified by the P2FC. All other major 

operators must cease withdrawals at the low-flow threshold. The exemption was a major reason 

for non-consensus in the collaborative process (WWF-Canada, 2010). Furthermore, the federal 

science advisory committee that reviewed the P2FC’s recommendations endorsed adopting a 

low-flow cutoff, beyond which all withdrawals from the lower Athabasca river should cease 

(Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat, 2010). The provincial government was unwilling to take 

the necessary action to implement a full cut-off to withdrawals at the low-flow threshold, as 

desired by many participants; it was an outcome that the P2FC could not produce and an option 

and action unavailable to participants. As a result, Suncor and Syncrude directly benefited from 

government hesitance to update their water licenses to reflect emerging environmental 

concerns and the recommendations of a federal science review committee.  

Third Dimension 

Examining power through the third dimension provides insight into the ways that exogenous 

conditions are constructed and reinforced. These conditions then help to define the context 

within which the action setting occurs. Table 1 directs attention toward the ways dominant 

discourses mask or illuminate specific perspectives and power issues, and which particular 

actors benefit from the discourses used. 

In both cases, the main discursive theme that emerged related to prevailing ideas about 

economic growth imperatives. In the P2FC, the action arena was defined by the assumption that 
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oil sands and energy industry operation and expansion were in the public interest. The Surface 

Water Quantity Management Framework for the Lower Athabasca river, which adopted the 

P2FC’s recommendations, is a framework that supports Alberta’s land use planning goals. It was 

developed under the broader planning framework established in the Lower Athabasca Regional 

Plan which identifies maximizing the economic potential of the oil sands as a priority objective. 

The goal is consistent with other provincial policy documents that assume that, “ongoing 

development of Alberta’s energy resources will be a platform for continued economic growth 

and success” (Government of Alberta, 2008). Recent oil sands mining expansion approvals 

reflect this narrative, and have been justified based on economic assumptions, despite evidence 

of significant, and in some cases, irreversible, impacts to ecosystems and negative impacts to 

traditional land use and Aboriginal culture (Joint Review Panel, 2013).  

Neoliberal assumptions about the economic benefits of oil sands mining expansion act as a 

constraint on consideration of alternatives. In the P2FC, scenarios that involved scaling back 

production or lower-growth possibilities were not considered. Dominant assumptions about the 

benefits of oil sands mining expansion also marginalized perspectives that question whether 

expanding oil sands mining is truly in the public interest. They inherently favour large energy 

interests and devalue the perspectives of those who have different perspectives on economic 

progress. For instance, the province of Alberta has the highest rates of income inequality 

(Flanagan, 2015) and gendered income inequality (Lahey, 2015) in all of Canada. Furthermore, 

recent reviews of the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan indicate that the economic interests of 

industry were favoured to the detriment of Aboriginal rights, culture and traditional land use 

(Lower Athabasca Regional Plan Review Panel, 2015).  Alternative perspectives on growth were 

clearly available but were marginalized in the neoliberal institutional context in which the P2FC 

was embedded. 
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In the TS-SPC, the dominance of growth discourses was expressed by participants discussing the 

nature of industry operations in both Chemical Valley, and in the province more generally. Three 

government interviewees cited a need to protect jobs and industry goodwill as justification for 

decisions related to scope and geographical scale in the framing of source water protection. All 

of the environmental actors from Source Protection Committees outside of the TS-SPC 

interviewed (3) challenged this discourse, providing evidence of the third dimension at work. For 

example, one actor argued against this need to appease industry, stating that “the Ministry jury-

rigged the assessment criteria” in order to protect industrial interests.  

DISCUSSION 

In both cases, power dynamics expressed within the action arena, exogenous to it, and through 

exogenously shaped discourses and preferences, fundamentally shaped the content and 

functioning of the CPR governance processes. This condition is increasingly acknowledged and 

explored by commons scholars (Clement, 2010; Kadirbeyoglu & Özertan, 2015; Kashwan, 2015; 

Whaley & Weatherhead, 2014). Impacts related to power manifested across all three of Lukes’ 

dimensions. This approach helps to draw out explicit examples of ways that power shapes 

collaborative governance processes. It also highlights the ways in which using established 

theories of power can illuminate and explain how exogenous variables shape the action arena. 

Second and third-dimensional power dynamics impacted each process in important ways, but 

are not adequately captured by the action- and outcome-focused IAD framework. In particular, 

even the additional “politicized” variables do not clearly capture power exercised through 

inaction. It is thus necessary to provide a more structured approach, such as that presented, to 

adequately capture power operating in these ways.  

First Dimension  
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Table 1 highlights that, in the cases examined, resource industries appear to have largely 

prevailed in decision-making, despite the expressed preferences of other actors. These 

industries have thus effectively exercised power in Lukes’ first dimension. This is consistent with 

other studies of collaborative governance in neoliberal contexts where major resource 

industries prevail (e.g., Cook, 2015; Kallis et al., 2009). 

The dominance of industry interests highlights that collaboration can exacerbate the issues of 

social and economic inequality that it is purported to address (Shilling, London, & Liévanos, 

2009). This dominance also has direct functional impacts. Under a first dimensional view of 

power, actors are fully conscious of their preferences and can self-identify as "losers" with 

respect to decisions and outcomes. This can lead to disempowerment (Brisbois & de Loë, 2016c; 

Gaventa, 1982). Functionally, this means that important issues will need to be addressed 

through other action arenas, further increasing transaction costs linked to the resolution of the 

problems in question (Purdy, 2012). – For example, Indigenous groups declined to participate in 

the P2FC process and sought alternative forums to pursue their interests. As such, our findings 

present challenges to the practical and normative justifications for the use of collaboration as a 

CPR governance tool.  

Second Dimension 

Examining power in the second dimension reveals capacities for both action and inaction that 

may be missed by the IAD’s focus on actions and outcomes. By structuring analysis using Table 

1, we were able to explicitly draw out actions and non-actions outside of the action arena that 

defined ultimate outcomes. This included the constrained range of possible outcomes that 

resulted from the defined scope of the action arena (only high growth scenarios in the P2FC, 

only municipal supplies in the TS-SPC), and the non- or selective enforcement of rules 
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(exemptions for Suncor and Syncrude in the P2FC, retro-active rules to exempt industry in the 

TS-SPC).  A failure to account for these dynamics could have produced analyses that 

misrepresented the extent to which processes and their outputs were constrained and 

contested – it is these types of dynamics that are at the heart of growing calls by power-aware 

commons scholars that it is necessary to account for issues of structural power (Clement, 2010; 

García-López & Arizpe, 2010; Kashwan, 2015; Ojha et al., 2016; Whaley & Weatherhead, 2014) 

Third Dimension  

Table 1 helps to reveal deep underlying contradictions in dominant institutions and rules. The 

overarching discursive theme adopted by government and industry in both cases was strongly 

neoliberal and was used to legitimize decisions despite contestation by some actors. This is 

problematized in other literature on participation, resource governance and collaboration 

(Cohen & Bakker, 2014; García-López & Arizpe, 2010; Ojha et al., 2016).  

Combined with second dimension dynamics, our analysis revealed that neoliberal political-

economic ideals favouring the maximization of resource development and economic growth 

were prioritized over other possible options in the collaborative governance processes. This 

challenges the collaborative ideals that discussion, debate and mutual learning will lead to more 

balanced, equitable and accepted CPR governance outcomes (as described by Emerson et al., 

2012; Lane & Robinson, 2009; Margerum, 2008). In these cases, as in many global cases of 

commons governance, dominant neoliberal discourses pervade collaborative efforts and serve 

to influence preferences, de-legitimize non-economic perspectives, and, potentially, 

disempower alternative voices (Gambert, 2010; Kallis et al., 2009; May, 2016). These results 

indicate that collaboration may not be an appropriate governance approach in these situations 
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(Innes, Booher, & Di Vittorio, 2010). However, they may still have long term potential to 

stimulate relationship building and knowledge sharing.     

CONCLUSIONS 

Findings from these cases reveal that powerful actors prevailed in decisions, and benefited from 

decision-making agendas – which they helped create - that were amenable to their own 

interests. Industry positions were reinforced by underlying ideas that promote economic growth 

as a universally beneficial vehicle to prosperity.  In collaborative governance processes, power 

dynamics are tempered by the strength of the state and the capacity of other interests to 

mobilize. In these cases, the state frequently took actions to enable the activities of powerful 

interests in ways that undermined the ability of collaboration to produce equitable, 

representative and environmentally progressive policies or policy recommendations. 

Specifically, collaboration was unable to produce progressive CPR governance outcomes 

because of i) restriction of the collaborative agenda by powerful actors; ii) selective 

enforcement of rules to the benefit of industry actors; or; iii) a broader neoliberal context that 

inherently favoured increased resource extraction and growth. These finding were derived from 

two specific Canadian cases. However, instances where resource industries are active in 

collaboration are common and our findings and power-based approach will be particularly 

relevant to these contexts (e.g., Cook, 2015; Holley, Gunningham, & Shearing, 2013; Kallis et al., 

2009).  

Integrating analytical approaches from power theory, as conceptualized by Lukes (2005) and 

others (Akram et al., 2015; Bourdieu, 1977; Foucault, 1978; Gaventa, 1982), into the IAD 

framework helps to more clearly draw out hidden or invisible inaction, non-decisions and 

discourses that shape how the action arena is constructed, populated and conducted. The 
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nature of these contextual variables, and the way they relate to the actors involved and the 

action situation, largely control the ability of collaborative processes to produce desired 

outcomes (Brisbois & de Loë, 2016b; Emerson et al., 2012).  Tools such as Table 1 are thus useful 

for examining exogenous variables and their impacts on the rules-in-use in action situations. 

Using multiple dimensions of power, such as those adopted by Lukes (2005), is productive in 

determining the potential of collaborative processes to actually achieve desired social and 

environmental goals. We would encourage further integration of diverse theories on power into 

widely used CPR frameworks in order to make power more accessible to researchers and 

practitioners working in applied CPR contexts. 
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