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Social learning occurs when a heterogeneous set of actors share their knowledge in an inter-
active process to produce new knowledge and trust that, in turn, serve as the basis for joint
action. (Pahl-Wostl, 2006)

Mutual understanding and trust-building are critical elements to social interactions and the
basis to create learning spaces that trigger action based reflexivity. However, these elements are
usually taken for granted and remain unspoken. In this learning history, we explicitly address the process
of reaching mutual understanding leading to trust and vice-versa, which has been crucial for broadening our
knowledge, attitudes and interactions.

When we started we were surprised, right? We were expecting something different. We were
expecting things to be a bit easier and they were not, right? We have learned by doing and by
responding, often in emergency mode, to the problems we were encountering. And so because of
this, what you call the journey, it is a learning journey because we have had to deal with the
unexpected, with issues that we did not expect and we had not qualified before. (TIPC team
member)

The process is just as important as the outputs and outcomes. In our project, we are adding a reflexive layer
to the Vinnova mission-oriented policy design by including a formative evaluation approach based on the
principles of transformative innovation. The emergent learning stemmed by our engagement has grown
through the understanding of each other’s visions and by building team trust. In that sense, the team
continually dives into reflections about the core group learning as well as the ambitions to trigger socio-
technical systems transformations, which is the ultimate goal. Therefore, there is a continuous switch
between concrete activities and their intended long-term effects, always keeping in mind that
the relationship between the two is crucial. (Barbara van Mierlo 2010)

We are trying to actively explore new ways of working, new ways of conducting innovation policy
and new ways of transforming society. I would like more people to have the opportunity to
experience this, and to learn from the type of work that has been done in this project. In this
project, it has been valuable for us to add an active reflexive layer to the work we do. To go into
complex matters and allow ones self to reflect along the way, is something that I believe more
people at Vinnova would like to do in their daily work. (Vinnova team member)

We have found that clearly expressing assumptions and expectations of one another and the
experiment at the start of the process is a factor of success. We did not spend enough time at
the beginning of the engagement to get to know each other and to understand each other’s (TIPC’s and
Vinnova’s) perspectives and methodologies. This led to misunderstandings and frustrations along the way.
From the beginning, the time dedication, the mission-oriented methodology, the theoretical background from
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the Vinnova team, and even the roles of each one of the TICP and Vinnova members in the engagement was
not clear. It was through the interactions, and through conversations that the group gained a deeper under-
standing of each other’s contributions, and the value of enhancing their learning and views on complexity,
policy design, evaluation and transitions towards sustainability. The team has encountered rocky patches,
but the journey is now leading to smoother pathways.

When I think of setting up a similar project in the future or in another context, I think one of
my main take aways is that it would be necessary to spend more time talking at the beginning
of the project. Within the group, you need to allow for everyone to clearly speak out about
expectations and assumptions. What are the assumptions about each other, and what do we as
researchers and practitioners, as well as individuals, expect when it comes to working with each
other? (Vinnova team member )

The process of understanding each other’s points of view within a team-building process in which the mem-
bers have different sets of capabilities, backgrounds, and cultural settings can be stressful, challenging and
timeconsuming. It requires the team to remain flexible in terms of the expected outputs from each in-
teraction. Diversions to the original plan can be a source of important learning and should be
accepted and even embraced. The experimental policy engagement focuses on triggering transformation
through the design and implementation of mission-oriented innovation policies. We are merging methodolo-
gies to achieve that purpose. In that sense, the team has been open to allow changes to the original plan
keeping always in mind the final purpose.

Having the opportunity, in a safe space, to have a serious conversation around what we are
doing while we are doing it, and to build up trust. To come to that point has taken some
time, with some excursions outside of the map that we intended to be within, but I think I have
learned a lot. (Vinnova team member )

The team has had to adapt their methodologies, re-configure the expected outputs from each interaction, and
spend time on finding leverage points to get the most out of the engagement. The initial TIPC methodology
compounded of three modules and seven interactions (see Fig. 1) has not been fully followed but has been
adapted to the group’s needs and reflections. Meanwhile, the Vinnova team members have included elements
of the TIP framework when reflecting on the mission-oriented methodology.

Figure 1: Formative evaluation with transformative outcomes methodology

Finding common ground and creating spaces for open discussions and mutual understanding in a virtual
space adds another layer of complexity. We are engaging with experimental methodologies, building
up a team, and doing it all within a virtual scene with time limitations. In many cases, this has
been challenging for the team members, but it has also been rewarding. We have faced the obstacles and
misunderstandings by opening up dialogue spaces instead of pretending that everything is fine or minimising
each others frustration. Having a safe and respectful space to talk about the process has been fundamental for
us to keep focused on co-creating action frameworks towards complexity and transformation. This approach
has enhanced the potential of bringing theory into practice and practice into theory.

An “ingredient” that we have discovered and that has proved to be useful in the process of trust-building and
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mutual understanding is the need to build bridges between the teams with inner “translators” or
“intermediaries”.

It is a process in which trust and confidence have been very important. I think we have managed
the different directions that the engagement has taken, well. For me, Josefin [Vinnova team mem-
ber] has been a key element in this process. Without her, I believe, it would have been a totally
different experience. When you try to bring something as new as the transformative outcomes,
which is somewhat theoretical, to a group of people that work within different contexts, you
need a translator and you need someone who translates our words. I think we are also fulfilling
this role as well, but it is obvious to me that you need someone from the agency, from the
organisation. (TIPC team member)

We are experimenting and learning by doing. In the words of a TIPC member, “we are walking in the dark,
but in the dark, we are dancing partners”. Gaining an understanding of each other and finding a strong
team dynamic has been a gradual process. As we feel more comfortable working together, we are slowly
increasing our trust in the process, discovering the benefits of the engagement, and learning along the way,
both at the individual and group level.

Questions for Reflection

• Do you consider trust and mutual understanding to be relevant for a successful experi-
ment/intervention? Why?

• How do you usually build mutual understanding and trust among teams with diverse cultural and
professional backgrounds?

• Based on your own experience, have you had similar learnings to the ones presented in this story?
• Are there other elements that you consider relevant to increase mutual understanding and trust?
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