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“Decision making presupposes meaning, an understanding of the way things are 
and might be, a basis for engaging others in discourse about what is possible 
and what has happened. Those meanings are often interpretations of fate and nature,
 but they are human constructions, and decision making processes are on of the sites 
within the construction take place.”
(March, 1994: 259)

Abstract
Impact assessment (IA) processes create a formal opportunity for learning, whereby knowledge, know-how and preferences are acquired and constructed as an ongoing process. However, IA functions in institutions – defined as a setup of formal and informal rules, procedures and mechanisms for monitoring and sanctions. These institutions either hinder or support the potential learning as part of impact assessment in planning and policy-making. The understanding of mechanisms by which institutions permit, empower, constitute, limit and show path dependence in relation to integrating IA is the focus in the paper. 

Based upon theories on learning and institutional change, the paper gives incomplete answers to three questions of importance for understanding organisational learning and integration of impact assessment:
1. How can impact assessment contribute to learning?

2. How do institutions learn? Which institutional mechanisms influence learning and institutional change?

3. Which strategies can be used for institutional change to better improve learning as part of impact assessment?



Impact assessment and learning

Impact assessment provides an opportunity for development of knowledge, know-how and preferences through a learning process, whereby stakeholders (officials, politicians and the public) can:
· Acquire knowledge on potential consequences of an action, and know-how on how these can be avoided and/or mitigated.

· Acquire knowledge on the interaction between different environmental parameters, hereunder synergetic and cumulative effects of multiple actions.

· Develop preferences through getting knowledge on environmental matters and different stakeholders view, concern and preferences.

· Acquire competence to develop alternative routes of action.

Knowledge is in this paper understood as ‘to know that’ and consist of propositions about cause-effect relationships and about the physical and human environment. 
Know-how is understood as ‘to know how to do’ and is the ability to transform knowledge on environmental matters into practice. 
Preferences express values and attitudes. 
Competence covers knowledge, know-how and preferences, and is about having the necessary knowledge, know-how and preferences to perform impact assessment.

When we predict and assess environmental impacts it is primarily an issue of certainty and uncertainty, while we look for knowledge that will make us able to predict the likely impacts of certain activities (Kørnøv, 2005). However, on the other hand side IA also questions purpose, intent, political choice, responsibility, proper interpretation of meaning etc., so IA practitioners act according to technical problems which are also political and normative (Kørnøv, 2005). These ambiguous characteristics can be formed and changed in a learning process as an integral part of applying IA  (Kørnøv, 2005).

Learning through the development of knowledge, know-how and preferences are though dependent of institutions. 
Institutions are here defined by their formal and informal rules and norms, which influence not only ‘who govern’ but also ‘what governs’ and ‘how governance’.

Figure 1 gives a simple overview of the path from knowledge/know-how, preferences and institutions to IA predictions, actions, and finally environmental outcomes. When environmental out-comes feed back into institutions, knowledge/know-how and preferences, learning potentially takes place. The figure also shows a learning feedback from IA predictions to knowledge/know-how, preferences and institutions. The latter learning feedback, which potentially takes place during IA prediction, is the primary focus in this paper.
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Figure 1: Learning feedback in IA.
Integration of IA is here defined to take place in situations when the feedback creates learning and develops existing knowledge/know-how, preferences and institutions.
Integrating IA relates to the organisational dimension. Integrating IA and organisational learning implies that individuals and groups appropriates to one and develops new competences. Some of these competences might be complete new (e.g. new insight into the function of an ecological system or how environmental impacts effects human health). Other might already exist and will be appropriated while the organisation recognises its relevance (e.g. as a result of involving other professions and competences in the organisation). Organisational learning implies that new and not discovered competences concert and will be coordinated in the organisational processes.   

However, organisational learning and integration can take place at different levels, while the development and revision of knowledge/know-how and preferences can be more or less fundamental in nature. This will be explored in the following by taking a point of departure in theory on organisational learning.
Single and double-loop learning in IA

To distinguish levels of learning in IA activities we use the distinction made by Argyris and Schön (1978) between two types of learning processes: single-loop and double-loop learning, see figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Single and double-loop learning.

In single-loop learning, individuals, groups or organizations modify their actions according to the difference between expected and obtained outcomes.  In single-loop learning an error is discovered and corrected without any questioning or change of the underlying norms, routines, goals or preferences. An error is defined by Argyris (1994, p. 132) as: “..any mismatch between our intention and what actually happened”. In this way organisations maintain a balance, while preconditions for decision making is not problematised and changed. In double-loop learning, individuals, groups or organization question the values, assumptions and policies that led to the actions in the first place. When modifying these, a double-loop learning has taken place. 

“When the error detected and corrected permits the organization to carry on its present policies or achieve its present objectives, then that error-and-correction process is single-loop learning. Single-loop learning is like a thermostat that learns when it is too hot or too cold and turns the heat on or off. The thermostat can perform this task because it can receive information (the temperature in the room) and take corrective action. Double-loop learning occurs when error is detected and corrected in ways that involve the modification of an organization’s underlying norms, policies and objectives.” (Argyris and Schön, 1978, p.2-3)

It is important to underline, that double-loop learning not necessarily is better than double loop learning. Single-loop learning is enough and desirable in situations of programmed and not complicated decisions. Double-loop learning is more relevant for non-programmed complex situations.

Single-loop learning in IA e.g. takes place when:

· Adverse environmental consequences are mitigated without questioning the action itself and its underlying norms, goals and preferences.

However, if we want to get the most out of IA, we need the double-loop learning. Double-loop learning in IA has the potential to secure:

· that individuals and groups develops their perspective and understanding on the environment and understand the relationship between own profession like e.g. traffic planning with other professions like e.g. human health and architecture. 
· That preferences and objectives are questioned and developed.

· That more radical alternatives are assessed in the IA.
This broadening of perception and understanding is to be used in the specific assessment and for future (IA) activities.

Creating new knowledge about environmental matters is an important parameter but is in itself not sufficient to secure integration of environmental concerns in decision-making (Kørnøv, 2005). We can not see IA practice as context-free technical assessment but has to recognise the context dependency, hereunder factors relating to both the formal and informal structures of institutions. Actors will not only act but also think within the frames of the existing institutions (Larsen and Andersen, 2004).

Selected characteristics of institutions will be discussed in the following.

Institutions and double-loop learning
Institutions consist of both formal organisational structures and informal structures of more mental character. The formal organisational structures relates to formal rules and procedures e.g. deciding who can and/or have to participate in given decision making processes and with which means/resources. The informal structure consists of a set of norm, preferences, experience and traditions which unreflected are accepted and reproduced in the decision making process. Informal structures is not necessary visible or ‘noisy’ – but will still in cases have great impact on decision making.
In the following we will focus upon selected informal institutional characteristics and how they influence organisational double-loop learning. The informal characteristics are: professions and professional practise, defence mechanism, division of labour and path dependence.
Professionals and double-loop learning

Professionals are in general often good in single-loop learning (Argyris, 1994, p. 84-85):

“After all they have spent much of their lives acquiring academic credentials, mastering one or a number of intellectual disciplines, and applying those disciplines to solve real-world problems. But ironically, this very fact helps explain why professionals are often so bad at double-loop learning.”

The argumentation of Argyris is based upon an understanding, that because professionals very rarely make mistakes, the opportunity to learn is not present. Every profession – often organised in different departments – has it’s own set of knowledge/expertise, norms and preferences build upon the primary function of the professions role in the organisation. 
The differences is closely linked to what a professional like (based upon preferences) and what a professional see and expect to see (based upon knowledge, expertise and norms) in the IA process (Kørnøv and Thissen, 2000). The effect of these differences is that each profession (and department) will prioritise differently and use different criteria for their input to the decision-making process (Katz and Kahn, 1978). 

This raises the desirability in only striving for a learning process which will increase the technical-instrumental capacity of officials and politicians.

Organisational defence mechanisms

Furthermore, there exist organisational defence mechanisms of social-psychological character which challenge double-loop learning:

“Organizational defence routines are over protective and anti-learning, usually activated in the name of not upsetting others or not opening up a can of worms, all in the name of being realistic.” (Argyris, 1994, p. 133)

The activation of organisational defence mechanism were observed in a Danish case study on the integration of IA in regional planning (see Kørnøv, 2001). The case e.g. showed that in order to avoid confrontation among land use interests, interdepartmental criticism of statutory guidelines and specific land use tended to be suppressed. For example, the department of groundwater looked upon the statutory guidelines as their guidelines. This tendency was found not only in the department but also elsewhere. The interdepartmental commenting and critique did not challenge the political elements and departments underlying understanding and preferences.

To understand how such defence mechanism can be reduced, it is important to understand how mechanisms are build into the organisation. According Argyris, the mechanism are (1994, p. 41):

1. Learned through socialisation.

2. Learned as strategies to effectively handle treats or embarrassment.

3. Supported by the organisational culture.

4. Exist over time – even though there is change of persons in the organisation.

To limit the effects of defence mechanism at least two elements are necessary. First of all is it necessary to create a forum where people feel free to express attitudes. Secondly it can be necessary to bring a person from outside the organisation into the process to facilitate and constructively use a confrontation (Argyris and Schön, 1978). This could initiate effective double-loop learning with a reflection on how you think and understand, and thereby which decisions you makes and implement as professional and organisation as such.

Division of labour
The above mentioned characteristic can be negatively supported by the established organisational structure. The Danish case study on the integration of IA in regional planning showed how a specialised and divided administration hindered that environmental problems were examined and assessed across professional interests and specialisation of departments (Kørnøv, 2001): “Interpretation and understanding then happened with roots in yesterdays’ interpretation and understanding” and planning was characterised as “conserving”. The case showed how departments had their own understanding of problems and solutions having the consequences that each department used different criteria for defining ‘good planning’ and assessing environmental impacts.

Dividing organisations into subsystems means that overall tasks are distributed whereby each subsystem gets well defined sub objectives. The consequence is that other sub objectives of the overall organisational objectives (or other aspects) tend to be ignored in each department’s decision making process (March and Simon, 1993). The division of labour shows in general its ability to produce specialist more than producing people who can integrate and coordinate upon the overall organisational objectives (Katz and Kahn, 1978).

This kind of informal institutional structures call for a development and organisation of a structured and qualified dialogue between different professions and departments to secure that expertise and preferences gets challenged and developed as part of the IA practice.

Path dependence

Current policy- and decision making is generally path dependent on former decisions, actions and institutional understanding and thereby function as a barrier for organisational change. Current institutional policy and practices are generally path dependent but also dependent on existent structures, norms and routines (Campbell, 2004). As argued earlier IA has challenged environmental institutions due to the proactive and multidisciplinary nature of IA. By conducting an IA a wide range of actors are involved and the knowledge base are constituted from different scientific backgrounds. In order to create an IA that reflects best practice the approach must be based on an interdisciplinary approach. In the existing IA institutions the interdisciplinary approach has been reached by institutional change. The institutional change has rather an evolutionary characteristic than a revolutionary due to fact that IA in many cases have been placed at existing organisation such as national or regional in planning authorities. 

Path dependence is a concept that can take on a variety of meanings determined on the context. Path dependencies can be considered as the natural products that are created by the bureaucratic structures, routines and standard operating procedures within an institution (Meier et al, 2001). One can say that the evolutionary change by an institution is a process that can be characterised by path dependence. Among structural researchers it is recognised that the concept of path dependence is used without any specification of the causal mechanism that is in place (Campbell 2004). In order to improve this situation the researchers claimed:

· Within politics path dependence appears as a result of many feed back mechanism.  

· Institutions are established by politicians in such a way that they are difficult to tear down

· When a certain political style or decision making process is institutionalised the actors will accumulate knowledge about the process and its function

· The actor that benefits from the decision is supportive to the institution (Based on Campbell, 2004).

The determination of the causal mechanism in the ongoing process of evolutionary changes within an institution can be used for an in depth understanding of the changes. This understanding can also be used to establish substantial changes within the institutions procedures or routines. In the area of IA path dependence can be used as an analytical tool together others for improving IA practises that reflects the challenges of tomorrow.

Recommendations on institutional change

- Open learning strategies

The interesting question is: How do we change institutions – and their informal structures - so they become better in double loop learning through the IA processes?

The papers has highlighted some important characteristics of the link between learning and informal institutional structures, hereunder the necessity to secure that information and views are shared in order to generate and evaluate alternative solutions and that we develop an organisational structure that support positively confrontation between different preferences and professional understanding. 

One possible path to follow is the organisation of open learning strategies aiming at creating an arena for learning where the actors can develop knowledge, know-how and preferences through sharing and confrontation in a qualified dialogue.
This idea is not new; process consultation (Schein, 1969) and communities of practice (Wenger et al., 2002) are two examples of open learning strategies. Both will be discussed in the following.

Process consultant

The theory of process consultation can be summarised in the Chinese proverb: “give a man a fish, and he will eat for a day; teach a man to fish, and he will eat for a lifetime”. 

Process consultation emphasises the importance of supporting the process and is understood as “a set of activities on the part of the consultant that help the client to perceive, understand, and act upon the process events that occur in the client’s environment in order to improve the situation as defined by the client.” (Schein, 1969, p. 11).

Schein (1987) operates with three main stages of change one need to go through in process consultation:

1. “Unfreezing” (change of perceptions, attitudes and behaviour)

2. “Cognitive re-structuring” (discovery of new information and possibilities)

3. “Refreezing” (embedding the new point of view)

The case in box 1 is an example of process consultation in an SEA process and gives insight into the three stages of how to get institutional change. 

Process consultation as a strategy is based upon an assumption that the consultant helps identifying the problem as part of the process – not entering as expert with all answers and fixed solutions. The ultimate goal is that an organisation will be so skilled through the process consultation that it may diagnose and solve problems without the aid of consultants. 
By having process consultancy in the SEA process, the process consultant and the ‘group’/organisation together get an opportunity to create a learning arena for sharing and confronting knowledge, know-how and preferences – the precondition for organisational learning.
Interactive network structures
The premises of understanding and taking actions are socially constructed:

“Preferences, expectations, identities, and definitions of situations are seen as arising from interactions within a social system, thus as embedded in social norms and cultural conventions of discourse. In this view, explanations of action gain legitimacy by invoking understandings of proper narrative. Shared understandings are the results of social exchange mediated by a full panoply of social elements – social structure, language, myth, resource distributions. (March, 1995. p. 285)

Learning is crucial for institutional change and learning is targeted towards individuals or groups within an organisation. Learning is the main vehicle for competence development and a way of increasing the intellectual capacity by the organisations. The learning processes is typically organised in networks. Organisations are part of a larger institutional network, where the interactive character of a network supports mutual learning. But within the organisation networks or groups are formally or informally established for knowledge dissemination and learning by participating. 
“Norms and practices diffuse from one actor to another. The diffusion of institutions through a population of organizations makes a difference. Knowledge developed in one organization spreads to another. This appropriation of knowledge makes a difference.  All of these processes of imitation make theories of organizational action attentive to the network structures through which diffusion takes place and to the dynamics of their change.” (March, 1996, p. 284-285).
The network structure can be either formal or informal. In early 1990s Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger launched the approach of “situated learning” and argued that learning take place in a “Community of practice” (Smith, 2003). The fundamental idea is that learning takes place by the participation and engagement of individuals in these communities. Communities of practices are everywhere both in professional and civic spheres and they are formal as well as informal. The informal communities are dominantly and they are distinct from organisational units (Wenger, 1998). Some of the communities of practices are networks within the organisation and other network involves individuals for a number of organisations. Box 2 gives an example of a formal SEA network.

Perspectives - open learning strategies
In this paper we have pointed to the need of having institutional development to get an organisation of the IA process that supports discussion, exchange and development of given knowledge and preferences to secure double-loop learning. By developing institutions through open learning strategies we can support a capacity development within IA organisations.

However, actors often participate in IA with different preferences and individual interests that might conflict. So IA processes are also political and power is an important factor for organisational learning.
Bearing in mind that organisations are coalitions of objectives and preferences, search of environmental information and use of this knowledge through IA will neither be innocent:

“Individuals will treat estimates, information, and communication generally as active parts of their environment. They will tend to consider the decision for which the information is relevant, the probable outcomes of various possible decision results. They adjust the information they transmit in accordance with their perceptions of the decision situation.” (Cyert and March, 1963, p. 75)

IA calls for interaction between actors to resolve different perspectives on IA alternatives and prediction and to make choices. By involving different actors and different compethences – e.g. through the open learning strategies – we get in theory a sound basis for performing good quality IA work. 

However, by implementing open learning strategies we might redestribute influence among actors, and since influence is equivalent to power (Mintzberg, 1983) we most likely experience opposition from some actors, who’s influence might be challenged. The issue of power has though not been adressed and developed in this paper. 
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Key messages:

1. To get the most out of IA , we need double-loop learning as a supplement to single-loop learning

Single-loop learning in IA can secure mitigation of adverse environmental consequences – but without questioning the action itself and its underlying norms, goals and preferences.
In double-loop learning individuals, groups and organisations question the values, assumptions and policies that led to the action in the first place. 

Double-loop learning in IA has the potential to secure: 1) that individuals and groups develop their perspective and understanding on the environment and understand the relationship between own profession like e.g. traffic planning with other professions like e.g. human health and architecture; 2) that preferences and objectives are questioned and developed and 3) that more radical alternatives are assessed in the IA.
2. Organisational learning is dependent of institutions – and especially the informal structures of institutions hinder double-loop learning

Informal institutional characteristics like e.g. professional practice, organisational defence mechanisms, division of labour and part dependency influence the success of organisational double-loop learning. 
3. We can become better in double-loop learning in IA by changing institutions through applying open and explorative strategies for organisational learning.

To secure that knowledge, know-how and preferences are shared in order to secure double-loop learning we need to organise a dialogue that will challenge and develop the informal institutional structures.

The dialogue can be supported by applying open learning strategies as a supplement to the formal organisational structure. Two possible strategies are: 1) Process consultation in IA and 2) Interactive network structures.

Box 1:  Process consultancy for an SEA of Copenhagen Municipal Plan 2005





In 2004 the Capital of Denmark revised their municipal plan. As part of the planning process, the municipality decided to do an SEA – also to get experience for the next plan revision which will be covered by the requirements in the act on environmental assessment of plans and programmes. 





The SEA should be undertaken by a cross departmental group with presence of departments working with traffic, parc, environmental control, health, architecture and economy. The project leader was from the economic department. 





The Municipality hired a process consultant – not to do any parts of the assessment itself but to participate in the IA process as a sparring partner for the group. 





The process consultant:


Helped to develop an environmental matrix covering prediction, assessment, mitigation and monitoring. Part of developing the matrix was also to help select and systematise existing municipal goals relating to the environmental concept laid out in the Act (and EU Directive).


Assisted during the assessment process by participating at meetings/work shops in the cross departmental working group.


Read and commented the environmental statement.


Helped in the evaluation phase. 





During the meetings and workshops, the process consultant:


Increased the awareness and understanding of IA to all members of the group.


Observed the interaction between members of the group and thereby also between the different departments they represented.


Raised questions and provided feedback to help them learn about different kinds of knowledge and attitudes in the group/organisation to help them perform better quality SEA.


Brought in examples and experience from other places to initiate discussion on possible alternative solutions.





After finishing assessment the group ‘refreezed’ the experience gained by evaluating the process and the statement.  The process consultant participated in the evaluation and wrote a memo for the Municipality afterwards which is also being shared with other municipalities.

















Box 2: SEA network between local authorities.





One consultant company has established 3 regional networks for civil servants employed by municipalities and in total more than 40 municipalities and some counties are participating. The topic for the networks is SEA and the purpose of the network is dissemination of information, problems, practices, methods etc. The network establishes both a formal and informal arena for dissemination and exchange of knowledge, know-how and preferences.





Three times a year meets the network forum and the consultancy firm is the organiser but different municipality host the networks meetings. The consultant prepares each time a presentation and form the discussion and knowledge dissemination. Several times a year a news letter is produced for the network. The consultant supplements the network with short courses covering different themes within EA.


 











This paper is in the initial phase and it is only disseminated to participant in the IAIA workshop. Please, do not quote or refer to this paper outside this audience.
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