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ABSTRACT:        Facing the increasing complexity of social and environmental issues, environmental governance configurations 
are required to adopt increasingly collaborative strategies and reflexive learning oriented practices. The goal 
of this paper is to present a theoretical discussion about environmental governance and the contribution of 
the social learning approach to expand the reflexivity potential of multi-stakeholder interaction spaces in 
governance processes. We argue that social learning practices, understood as interactive and reflective, can 
broaden the critical responsiveness of participating in environmental governance systems. Social learning-
oriented processes are based on the promotion of dialogic spaces in which participants can learn from the 
diverse views present in the group and critically reflect on the assumptions that underlie decision making, thus 
creating possibilities for the emergence of innovative practices and new social configurations. We conclude 
that social learning processes driven by the stakeholders interactions in environmental governance spaces 
tend to broaden the ability of participants to critically evaluate the governance structure itself, in order to 
foster arrangements that can effectively promote practices for sustainability.

                            Keywords: governance; environmental governance; reflexivity; social learning; dialogue.

RESUMO:         Diante da crescente complexidade das questões socioambientais, as configurações de governança ambiental são 
solicitadas a adotar estratégias cada vez mais colaborativas e práticas orientadas para a aprendizagem reflexiva. 
O objetivo deste artigo é apresentar uma discussão teórica sobre a governança ambiental e a contribuição 
da abordagem da aprendizagem social para ampliar o potencial de reflexividade dos espaços de interação 
entre múltiplos stakeholders nos processos de governança. Argumentamos que as práticas de aprendizagem 
social, entendidas como interativas e reflexivas, podem ampliar a capacidade de resposta crítica dos atores 
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que participam dos sistemas de governança ambiental. Os processos orientados para a aprendizagem social 
baseiam-se na promoção de espaços dialógicos em que os participantes podem aprender com as diversas 
visões presentes no grupo e refletir criticamente sobre as premissas subjacentes às tomadas de decisão, 
criando, assim, possibilidades para o surgimento de práticas inovadoras e de novas configurações sociais. 
Concluímos que os processos de aprendizagem social impulsionados pelas interações entre stakeholders nos 
espaços de governança ambiental tendem a ampliar a capacidade dos participantes de avaliar criticamente a 
própria estrutura de governança, a fim de fomentar arranjos que possam efetivamente promover práticas para 
a sustentabilidade.

                           Palavras-chave: governança; governança ambiental; reflexividade; aprendizagem social; diálogo.

1. Introduction

One of the most pressing issues for the con-
temporary environmental debate in the governance 
of the Earth system is the institutional architecture 
that can enable the increase of the adaptive capacity 
and resilience of ecosystems. The worsening of 
socio-environmental capacity, notwithstanding the 
expansion of governmental and non-governmen-
tal activities to expand access to information and 
education to deal with the incidence and intensity 
of natural disasters and their impacts, requires 
increasingly collaborative strategies and reflective 
learning-oriented practices. 

In this direction, we propose a theoretical 
discussion about the capacity of social actors and 
institutions to think critically about their own per-
formance and reformulate their objectives, practices 
and values to navigate with wisdom within human, 
social and environmental complexity. We argue 
that the co-production of knowledge must neces-
sarily consider the interrelationships of the natural 
environment with the social domain, including an 
analysis of:

 (1) the determinants of processes and actions 
focused on producing solutions for socio-environ-
mental sustainability; 

(2) the role of the different actors involved; and 
(3) the dynamics of the different forms of 

social organization that enhance the strength of 
these processes. 

Within this understanding, the themes of en-
vironmental governance and social learning cons-
titute important theoretical references to advance 
towards the creation of reflective, collaborative and 
participatory arenas to face socio-environmental 
challenges in a context of increasing complexity 
and uncertainty. 

Environmental governance is recognized as 
a coordinated action that requires social partici-
pation through multi-stakeholder engagement and 
negotiation; it is based on the empowerment of 
the social actors involved and the management of 
natural resources through conflict resolution me-
chanisms (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). Reflexivity 
in this context can be defined as the “the ability of 
a structure, process, or set of ideas to reconfigure 
itself in response to reflection on its performance” 
(Dryzek & Pickering, 2017, p.1). Social learning, 
in turn, is related to collective learning processes 
based on dialogic interactions that take full advan-
tage of the diversity present in a group to promote 
the transformation of mindsets and values under-
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lying decision-making so that innovative solutions 
towards sustainability might emerge (Wals, 2007).

The aim of this paper is therefore to discuss 
the topic of environmental governance within the 
context of reflexivity and to connect this topic with 
the social learning approach in order to deepen and 
understand the interactive spaces between different 
stakeholders within these processes. In line with 
scholarly research in the field of social learning 
(e.g. Röling, 2002; Wals et al., 2009; Medema et al., 
2014; Souza et al. 2019), we observe such a learning 
a process as involving with specific characteristics 
aimed at provoking critical thinking among multiple 
actors, leading them to individually and collectively 
challenge their own assumptions and beliefs in or-
der to create the means to bring  about innovative 
perspectives and solutions to socio-environmental 
issues. In this sense, we argue that social learning 
provides an approach and a semi-structured fra-
mework that can empower environmental governan-
ce configurations towards a more reflective stance.

2. Environmental governance within a 
context of reflexivity

Governance is an increasingly frequent 
term in economic discussions, in debates related 
to questions about the role of the state, and has 
been repeatedly demanded as a reference by civil 
society, eager to make itself heard in the public po-
licymaking environment. Delmas & Young (2009) 
define the concept of governance as a contemporary 
need, given the interaction between human actions 
and, in the case of the environment, the perceived 
inability of the state to provide the answers that the 
environmental crisis requires.  

The concept of governance has a clear goal, 
which is to promote a change in the socio-envi-
ronmental scenario. In this sense, the governance 
presented here can also be characterized as a result 
of a different quality of the Habermasian New 
Public Sphere (Habermas, 1984), because it is not 
only expressing the desire of large parts of society 
for their rights, but it is a condition for facing con-
temporary problems of a different modernity (Beck, 
1997; Beck, 2007). 

For Biermann et al. (2009) governance often 
creates conditions for new institutional spaces 
and relationships between experts and lay people, 
technicians and users, and between the public and 
private sectors. Within governance processes, the 
more social actors from different sectors interact 
within a collaborative space, the greater the pos-
sibility that the process will have more capillarity, 
social participation, and effective results, since it 
is expected that all those involved in the process 
are committed to the results produced (Lemos & 
Agrawal, 2006). Participation, in this sense, is seen 
as an instrument through which groups affected by 
a given situation and/or reached by decisions can 
contribute to finding solutions to problems that 
need a collective response. Reflexivity within this 
context is related to the ability of individuals and 
institutions to function as deliberate, self-critical 
agents of change in social-ecological systems. For 
Dryzek & Pickering (2017, p. 1) reflexivity em-
phasizes the specific implications for institutional 
change in a context where linkages and feedbacks 
between human and non-human systems flow, thus 
"including the need to monitor the impacts of insti-
tutions on ecosystems and vice versa, and to rethink 
and reshape core values and practices accordingly".
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Considering the original work on ‘reflexive 
modernization’ (Beck et al., 1997), our understan-
ding is that reflexivity through which individuals 
and institutions are transformed in response to new 
challenges and processes require innovative actions 
to overcome the existing detrimental effects of en-
vironmental degradation. 

We understand "reflexive governance" as used 
to define possible governance arrangements where 
"either institutions allow for reflexive adaptation of 
rules and procedures or where the governed have 
some capacity to affect the construction of gover-
nance objects" (Feindt & Weiland, 2018, p.663).

Environmental governance, specifically, can 
be considered as a "set of regulatory processes, 
mechanisms, and organizations through which 
political actors influence environmental actions 
and outcomes" (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006, p. 298) 
or a set of deliberative measures taken to prevent, 
reduce, or mitigate environmental damage (Driessen 
et al., 2012). Cooperation and coordination, and 
how institutions and practices can productively 
respond to changing social-ecological conditions, 
especially when those changes are capable of 
producing catastrophe, are important concerns in 
the field of environmental governance (Dryzek & 
Pickering, 2017).

According to Ivanova (2005), the concept of 
environmental governance opens up a stimulating 
space to think about innovative ways of managing 
natural resources, since they are part of the gover-
nance system, which includes:

(1) the political element, which consists of 
balancing the various interests and political reali-
ties; and 

(2) the credibility factor, related to the ins-
truments supporting the policies that make people 
believe in them and in the environmental dimension. 

As such, multi-stakeholder participation, enga-
gement and negotiation, as well as decentralization 
(transfer of power to local government) and conflict 
resolution mechanisms can be seen as building 
blocks of environmental governance (Jacobi, 2012; 
Pahl-Wostl, 2012). For Ostrom (2009), the search 
for solutions to environmental issues should involve 
public and private institutions at higher levels, such 
as federal systems, which can act in partnership 
and collaboration with medium- and small-scale 
organizations at regional and local levels. Finding 
the necessary answers to problems that involve col-
lective interest, sustainability, uncertainty, and risk 
is, therefore, far from trivial; it demands reflection, 
innovation and collaboration between private and 
public institutions, which, more often than not, can 
complement each other. 

Young (2005) points out that institutionalizing 
solutions to environmental problems has proven to 
be an effective way to deal with the complexity of 
issues addressed by governance practices. Institu-
tionalization can occur in the form of incentives, so 
that certain social actors take on a certain practice, 
which can positively impact the quality of a parti-
cular ecosystem resource, or neutralize behaviors 
that produce unwanted environmental effects. The 
main challenge, however, is to articulate the com-
plex interdependencies of institutions, actors, and 
feedbacks in the environmental system. Meeting 
this challenge requires an adaptive governance 
approach - an emerging form of environmental 
governance (Pahl-Wostl, 2015; Pahl-Wostl, 2017; 
Yasmin et al., 2020).
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In the context of adaptive environmental 
governance, Chaffin et al. (2014) present a stimu-
lating synthesis on new theoretical approaches to 
managing uncertainty and complexity, emphasi-
zing the work of the most renowned authors who 
consider that uncertainties associated with global 
environmental change and that climate change 
and significant transformations in environmental 
governance demand to be highly adaptive (Young 
& Gasser, 2002; Folke et al., 2005; Young, 2005; 
Young, 2013; Folke, 2016). In this context, one of 
the main challenges is to seek solutions to highly 
contextualized situations while expanding coordi-
nated initiatives across large-scale ecosystems that 
cross multiple jurisdictional boundaries (Lemos & 
Agrawal, 2006).

One way to address this issue is sought in 
the numerous bottom-up approaches to promote 
governance configurations through agendas deve-
loped by local actors, social networks, and different 
collaborative dynamics that represent alternatives to 
environmental decision making within the complex 
dynamics of natural resource management (Chaffin 
et al., 2014). However, decentralized or polycen-
tric governance arrangements require a complex 
combination of multiple levels and diverse types of 
organizations drawn from the public, private, and 
social sectors; they also imply the existence of mul-
tiple centers of decision-making and coordination 
by a global system of rules (Mcginnis & Ostrom, 
2014). The challenge is therefore to coordinate dif-
ferent modes of governance that exist within a given 
level with those that exist between different levels 
of government, and to accommodate a reflexive 
inter-level dynamic that can promote transgressive 
thinking - in order to overcome social patterns and 
institutional arrangements that impede sustainabi-

lity - with a cooperative approach to developing 
jointly designed sustainable futures scenarios. 

In this sense, the diversification of strate-
gies to improve natural resource management 
and achieve sustainable development (Folke et 
al., 2005) implies, according to Pahl-Wostl et al. 
(2007), enabling participation and collaboration at 
different scales, within a reflexivity approach, and 
strengthening social networks. According to Yasmin 
et al. (2020) this has expanded the dialogue among 
multiple resource users, contributing to:

(1) integrated management practices; 
(2) adaptive capacity to deal with uncertainty; 
(3) more flexible institutions; and 
(4) the establishment of social networks in 

multi-level governance systems associated with 
improved adaptive capacity and governance (Armi-
tage et al., 2009; Berkes, 2009; Pahl-Wostl, 2009; 
Plummer, 2009). 

The authors have systematized several appro-
aches that imply different dynamics to promote 
multiple interactive frames, such as: adaptive 
co-management (Olsson, et al., 2004), co-learning 
processes (Armitage et al., 2009), collaborative 
governance (Ansell & Gash, 2008), multi-level 
learning frameworks (Pahl-Wostl, 2009), and de-
sign principles for adaptive institutions (Huntjens 
et al., 2012). 

Pahl-Wostl (2009) also emphasizes the impor-
tance of participatory and networked approaches as 
facilitators of the engagement of local stakeholder 
groups and their integration of knowledge and 
experience, which results in better informed deci-
sion-making and social learning processes that can 
potentially support the design of solutions that lead 
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to more sustainable outcomes. This fact reveals that 
one of the key aspects of governance regimes in the 
context of complex socio-environmental issues is 
the diverse roles played by non-state actors and the 
importance of strengthening the role of civil society 
within participatory approaches (Pahl-Wostl, 2007; 
Pahl-Wostl, 2009).

The engagement of civil society in governance 
processes has become not only a reference point 
for the expansion and strengthening of democratic 
mechanisms, but also a way to ensure the efficient 
execution of public policies. Moreover, the expan-
sion of the public sphere has placed a demand on 
society in terms of gaining greater influence over 
the state, assuming that social autonomy implies 
transcending asymmetries in social representation, 
as well as modifying social relations in favor of 
greater social self-organization (Jacobi et al., 2018). 
In this context, it is important to remember Putnam 
(1995), who highlights the relevance of social prac-
tices that build citizenship as a way to constitute a 
privileged space to cultivate personal responsibility, 
mutual obligation, and voluntary cooperation.

In this context of broadening participation and 
promoting decentralized or polycentric governance 
systems within a reflective stance, we highlight the 
importance of combining different knowledge sys-
tems and adaptive management practices through 
multi-level governance systems and cycles of "le-
arning by doing" (Kolb, 2014) and social learning 
oriented practices, which will have to respond to 
growing uncertainty and unexpected changes in 
socio-environmental systems. Furthermore, inte-
raction between organizational levels can promote 
learning and increase the diversity of response op-
tions, allowing the system to have greater flexibility 

and capacity to respond to environmental challenges 
(Pahl-Wostl et al., 2012). 

The effective implementation of instruments of 
participation and dialogue interaction can establish 
changes in the patterns of environmental governan-
ce, and new mediations between the state and civil 
society can promote improvements in the dynamics 
of democratic arenas. In this sense, the creation of 
meaningful multiple-stakeholders dialogue enacted 
by social learning processes within environmental 
governance systems, as well as the reduction of 
asymmetries of participation in public sector mana-
gement are key to promote more reflective interac-
tions and conditions to critically evaluate the ability 
of the environmental governance system itself to 
accommodate innovative sustainable solutions. 
Such dialogical processes can support collective 
learning through which participants can broaden 
their own perspectives by exposing themselves to 
and interacting with a diversity of experiences, ide-
as, and values divergent from each other, potentially 
creating innovative knowledge based on integrating 
this diversity in an enriching way (Loeber et al., 
2007).  This can also contribute to strengthening the 
cooperative logic between civil society, scientists, 
experts and technicians. From this perspective, the 
pursuit of reflexivity in the context of environmental 
governance can benefit greatly from approaches 
such as social learning, which can be defined as a 
semi-structured framework for guiding meaningful 
and reflexive interactions between representatives 
of the different social actors involved in participa-
tory arenas, as discussed in the following section.
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3. Social learning-oriented practices: 
expanding reflexivity within environmental 
governance

The complex and multifaceted constitution of 
social-natural systems has stimulated theorists and 
practitioners to apply a wide range of approaches 
and models to respond to the growing demand for 
more sustainable natural resource management 
practices and desirable behavioral changes (e.g. 
Webler et al., 1995; Röling, 2002). The necessary 
cultural transformation must bridge the gap betwe-
en the recognition of the social and environmental 
crisis and the effective construction of practices 
capable of structuring new bases for a sustainable 
society. This alerts to the importance of strengthe-
ning communities of practice and social learning as 
processes and spaces/times that allow: 

(1) the expansion of the number of people in 
the exercise of this knowledge; and (2) the impro-
vement of communication between people as a way 
to improve social interactions and bring substantial 
advances in the production of new repertoires and 
social mobilization to advance sustainability prac-
tices (Glasser, 2007; Sterling, 2007; Wenger, 1998).

Social learning is considered here as a process 
and an approach that can facilitate cultural change 
(Sterling, 2007). According to Tilbury (2007), three 
key aspects derive from the notion of social learning 
for sustainability: 

(1) the need to challenge mental models;
(2) employing new approaches to help explore 

and build skills that promote change; and 

(3) the use of pluralism and diversity of 
viewpoints in joint explorations toward sustainable 
solutions. 

Social learning is directed toward solving real 
problems in specific contexts, and takes place in 
groups or communities operating in new, uncertain, 
and unpredictable circumstances (Wildemeersch, 
2007). It indicates the learning processes of indivi-
duals and groups that, through social interactions, 
enable the acquisition of new ways of understan-
ding and problem solving. It is about collaboration 
among different social actors, involves dialogue 
building, critical thinking, and creating connections 
and networks in the search for solutions for sustaina-
bility (Jacobi, 2005). The social learning approach 
brings together various methods of collaborative 
action and participatory democratic decision-
-making as an important response to the failures of 
command-and-control strategies (Collins & Ison, 
2006). In the context of environmental governance, 
social learning is considered as a useful analytical 
and facilitative framework for decision making and 
collective action in complex resource management 
environments. Such learning can thus be considered 
as an active part of an intellectual process, based on 
dialogue and interaction, in a constant movement 
of recreation and reinterpretation of information, 
concepts, and meanings. Its innovative perspective 
refers to the way the object of research or the issue 
at stake is understood, and the dynamics that are 
established among the social actors who propose a 
new way of integrating and articulating knowledge. 
Social learning seeks to overcome reductionism and 
encourages doing and thinking about environmental 
issues in a way that is directly linked to the dialo-
gue between knowledge, participation, and ethical 
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values, as fundamental elements to strengthen the 
complex interaction between society and nature 
(Jacobi, 2012). By interfering with the learning 
process and the perceptions and representations of 
individuals and groups, which have an effect on 
concrete everyday practices and the environment, 
social learning provides the tools to build knowle-
dge and innovative interactions that can lead to a 
more sustainable society.      

Social learning practices aim, therefore, to 
create conditions for the exchange of knowledge, 
the development of shared goals, collective action, 
and the co-creation of solutions through dialogical 
spaces (Muro & Jeffrey, 2008). Through dialogic 
practices, it denotes a process of learning transfor-
mation/transition that contemplates changes at the 
level of beliefs, values, and practices of individuals 
and social groups (Macintyre et al., 2018). Social 
learning requires that participants are able and 
willing to communicate as equals and are open to 
the diversity of viewpoints within the group so that 
disagreements and conflicts can act as driving forces 
for collective learning (Wals & Bawden, 2000). 
Therefore, the maximum representation of diversity 
and participation guided by a cooperative vision 
is emphasized in such processes (Jacobi, 2012).  
However, the unfolding of social learning proces-
ses depends on the presence of interdependent and 
interconnected factors, among them: equal access 
to information; facilitation; diversity of participants; 
trust; and network building (Ernst, 2019). 

The type of dialogue desirable to social lear-
ning can happen spontaneously or can be promoted 
and/or enhanced through the design and planning 
of the interaction (Wals, 2009). There are several 
tools that essentially propose structures for partici-
pation, interaction and dialogue construction, acting 

on specific situations and issues. Such tools can 
facilitate the production of outcomes and solutions 
emerging from the proposed dynamics. They can 
contribute to the development of individual and col-
lective capacities to solve complex problems faced 
in social learning processes (Jacobi, 2011). Among 
several participatory tools available, the World Café 
(Brown & Isaacs, 2005), Open Space (Owen, 1997), 
Improvisation Games (Gerard, 2005), Participatory 
Diagnosis, Diagnostic Walk, Talking Map (Jacobi, 
2011) can be mentioned as examples. Their choice 
will depend on the context and nature of the problem 
and the stage in the process. It is notable, however, 
that such tools should not be seen as resources that 
can solve the problems at hand, and will not be 
suitable for all types of groups, and may also be 
inappropriate to a particular political, social, and 
economic context (Wals & Schwarzin, 2012).

According to Wals et al. (2009), it is difficult 
to characterize purely isolated sequential phases of 
a social learning process, as its activities interrela-
te and overlap. Although it is possible to identify 
important steps that can help in its structure. In 
summary, a first step would be to identify key 
players, establishing a core group and identifying 
key issues to be addressed in connection with the 
participants' experiences and knowledge in order 
to increase their sense of purpose and motivation. 
An activation phase follows as a stage in which 
more people can be engaged as co-sponsors of the 
process. At this point, the diversity of knowledge 
and insights increases, enriching the process and 
expanding the possibilities for challenging personal 
assumptions while moving forward on solutions 
and actions. The design phase of a solution com-
prises the selection of directions that reflect the 
group's shared view of the issues at stake. Then the 



Desenvolv. Meio Ambiente, v. 58, p. 932-946, jul./dez. 2021. 940

implementation phase of the selected solution can 
take place. Evaluation, however, should ideally be 
conducted throughout the process, focusing on both 
the learning process and the implemented solution.

These collective learning processes are argued 
to support reflective practices and co-creative en-
vironments that have the potential to bring about 
innovative ideas and solutions, as well as collective 
commitments and sustainability-oriented citizenship 
practices (Souza et al., 2019). Nevertheless, Glasser 
(2007) emphasizes that it is still a great challenge 
to create opportunities for active social learning in 
which there is a real involvement of the subjects in 
dialogic relationships that encourage: the perception 
of the diversity of opinions and worldviews; the 
mediation of individual and collective interests; 
and the possibility of expanding repertoires that 
increase the ability to contextualize and reflect on 
a problem. Furthermore, social learning cannot be 
taught by someone outside the context, for it is the 
practical co-reflection among all parties involved 
that allows for joint learning and intervention (Wals 
et al., 2009). 

Ernst (2019) demonstrates that social learning 
is used as an analytical concept to examine social 
processes or is applied as a tool within environmen-
tal governance systems. Several authors elaborate 
on social learning, indicating that this approach 
enables capacity building, knowledge integration, 
adaptive management (Westberg & Polk, 2016), 
and change in governance systems (Armitage et al., 
2009).  Moreover, the increasing involvement and 
co-learning of the entities involved in management 
reinforces the dimension of participation, sharing 
and co-responsibility to decide which sustainabi-
lity scenarios are desired. Taking into account its 
context, it also leads to a deeper understanding of 

the complexity of the socio-environmental issues 
that need to be addressed. A deeper understanding 
of a given problem presupposes that social actors 
share their individual understanding, connect dif-
ferent points of view, and create intersectorial and 
interdisciplinary dialogues on strengthening the 
logics of cooperation, within an interactive social 
structure that we can call a "community of practice" 
(Wenger, 1998).

Within environmental governance processes, 
social learning practices open an innovative and 
interactive space that allows for joint learning and 
reflexivity about governance conditions (Wals, 
2007; Scholzet al., 2014). This collective learning 
dynamic allows for the improvement of environ-
mental management practices and increases the 
capacity of actors to respond more adequately to 
sustainability challenges and integrate natural re-
source management interfaces - which presupposes 
the contribution of different fields of knowledge 
within an interdisciplinary framework.

In the context of multi-level environmental 
governance systems, it is also important to note 
the notion of multi-cycle social learning, which 
has been observed as key to dealing with complex 
problems that require increased capacity building 
and the implementation of integrated, innovative 
and creative actions (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Pahl-Wostl 
et al., 2013; Pahl-Wostl, 2018; Pahl-Wostl, 2019). 
This notion encompasses, in addition to learning 
processes that occur in groups, an understanding 
of the shortcomings of institutions and governance 
mechanisms that also determine the possibilities for 
social change (Medema et al., 2014).  This concep-
tion conveys that social learning processes present 
relationships that unfold horizontally—between 
local actors—and vertically—in organizations, 



JACOBI, P. R.; SOUZA, D. T. Environmental governance and social learning: towards more reflexive interactions941

institutions and knowledge systems. The single, 
double and triple learning cycles are part of the 
multi-cycle social learning process and are influen-
ced by the levels of governance in which they are 
embedded (either at the macro level associated with 
governance regimes and power structures; at the 
meso level, which is connected to actor networks, 
and at the micro level, related to the processes 
among participating stakeholders).The first looping 
is about improving things without questioning the 
underlying beliefs and assumptions; the double 
looping cycle in turn challenges those aspects, and 
the triple looping looks at the learning process itself 
and the values and paradigms that guide learning 
and decision making, probably reaching the level of 
institutional change (Medema et al., 2014). 

In summary, social learning involves the de-
velopment of new relational capacities both among 
social agents in the form of learning to collaborate 
and understand the different roles and capacities 
of others, and between socio-ecological systems 
(Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007); in this way, it contributes 
to the construction of reflexive skills of stakehol-
ders interacting within environmental governance 
networks. The establishment of social spaces that 
support and encourage the experience of thinking 
and acting together in a dialogical, supportive, and 
ecologically systemic way creates fertile soil for a 
culture of participation and, consequently, for the 
construction of new governance potentials (Jacobi, 
2012). This paradigmatic shift implies the trans-
formation of perceptions and values, generating a 
solidary knowledge and complex thinking, open to 
uncertainty, change, diversity, and the possibility of 
building and rebuilding, in a continuous process, 
new readings, interpretations, and possibilities for 
action and environmental governance.

4. Conclusion

The creation of spaces of coexistence, inter-
twined by the experience of thinking and acting 
in a dialogical, solidary and ecologically systemic 
way, can create conditions to promote a culture 
of participation and, consequently, new spaces of 
democratic governance of natural resources. In this 
context, the social learning approach focuses not 
only on acquiring complementary knowledge and 
improving understanding of complex interrelated 
socio-environmental problems, but also on ena-
bling different stakeholders to better understand 
each other's perceptions of the issues in order to 
improve stakeholder relationships and provide 
the basis for consistent, reflective, and articulated 
cooperation. This approach increases the potential 
for strengthening spaces for horizontal dialogue, 
learning, and the exercise of participatory demo-
cracy, mediating interactions between diverse social 
actors who come together collective efforts to build 
a sustainable future.

This may imply a cultural transformation ne-
cessary to bridge the gap between the recognition of 
the social and environmental crisis and the practices 
capable of structuring the foundations of a sustai-
nable society. Thus, it requires the strengthening 
of communities of practice and social learning as 
processes and spaces/times that promote the ex-
pansion of the number of peers in the appropriation 
of knowledge, and cross-fertilization in order to 
enhance interactions that bring substantial advances 
in the production of new repertoires and practices 
of social mobilization for sustainability.

The space for debate and interaction inherent 
in environmental governance configurations can 
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benefit from the social learning approach, as this 
implies expanded systems thinking, greater criti-
cal reflection, and increased relational capacity of 
participants to deal with unexpected changes and 
uncertainties in a context of complexity and esca-
lating socio-environmental problems. Cultivating 
social learning within environmental governance 
systems requires, however, that participants are 
willing to facilitate and interact in an environment 
of dialogue, as well as work together horizontally 
to define common goals and strategies. Although 
social learning processes occur primarily through 
face-to-face interaction, they can unfold and impact 
multiple levels of governance. Thus, stakeholders 
who engage in reflective practices, such as those ad-
vocated by social learning, are not only working in 
coordination, they are interacting in ways that allow 
critics and change in the very systems they navigate 
to foster environmental governance arrangements 
that can effectively promote sustainability practices. 

It should be noted that it is not a simple task 
to recognize certain technical issues for decision 
making. Understanding a problem presupposes that 
actors begin to share their acceptance of it, exploring 
the possibilities of perspectives for intervention. 
This results in the development of connecting 
activities to merge diverse types of recognition of 
a given issue, creating some kind of intersection, 
the basis for an arena of dialogue and negotiation.
Convincing leadership participation and facilitation 
are essential aspects of building and maintaining 
the commitment of actors directly or indirectly 
involved in environmental governance. Instead of 
control strategies, there is a need for flexible and 
adaptive management changes, where arenas based 
on social learning and cooperation become essential 
for actors' strategic proposals.

The "collective doing" within a learning-o-
riented environment can be an innovative element 
in environmental governance pacts, promoting the 
emergence and understanding of new paradigms 
that can inform new choices by public authorities 
and society in a perspective of advancing toward 
social and environmental sustainability outcomes. 
Dialogical interactions and authentic communi-
cation between stakeholders, as advocated by the 
social learning approach, is to lead to a shared res-
ponsibility for the outcomes and drive the possibili-
ty of promoting a legitimate process. The challenge, 
however, is to negotiate different points of view and 
effectively communicate the ideas and worldviews 
of stakeholders in a way that participants can co-le-
arn and challenge their assumptions as they respond 
to complex situations and the numerous dilemmas 
of environmental governance on a democratic basis.

We understand that the biggest challenge of 
reflexivity in environmental governance is to create 
opportunities for active social learning, in which 
there is a real involvement of individuals in dialogic 
relations that favor: the perception of the diversity 
of opinions and worldviews; the mediation of indi-
vidual and collective interests; and the possibility 
of expanding repertoires that expand their capacity 
to contextualize and reflect. The creation of spaces 
of conviviality, interwoven with the experience of 
thinking and acting in a dialogical, solidary and 
ecologically systemic form, thus creates fertile 
soil for promoting a culture of participation and 
consequently, for the building new potentials of 
democratic governance of natural resources.
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