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Abstract: Addressing complex environmental problems requires the collaboration of stakeholders
with divergent perspectives, a goal that is challenged by diverse factors. Challenges hindering
multi-stakeholder collaboration (MSC) for sustainability have previously been addressed in the
context of transnational partnerships. However, less is known regarding how place-based MSC
operates, especially in the context of the Global South. To contribute to addressing the factors
that hinder place-based MSC for sustainability in the Global South, we analyzed 38 MSC projects
spanning diverse ecological and social contexts across Mexico. In a series of participatory workshops,
128 stakeholders from academia, government, business, local communities, and civil society
organizations discussed factors that hinder place-based MSC and co-constructed strategies to
strengthen collaboration. Some challenges coincided with those identified in previous studies
(e.g., divergent visions, inadequate project planning), whereas other concerns that have not been
commonly regarded as important emerged as crucial obstacles for MSC. We discuss these challenges
in the context of areas of limited statehood and point to the traditions of popular education and
participatory action research as a source of valuable tools for place-based MSC. We identify strategies
capable of addressing diverse challenges, a result that could aid prioritizing resource allocation to
strengthen MSC.

Keywords: multi-stakeholder collaboration; limited statehood; network analysis; partnerships;
sustainability; transdisciplinary collaboration

1. Introduction

The complexity and severity of environmental problems, such as climate change, biodiversity loss,
pollution, ocean acidification [1,2], and interconnected problems, such as water and food security,
exceed the capacities of a single sector of society [3–5]. Implementing appropriate solutions
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to these problems requires the collaboration of actors beyond scientists, including government,
civil society organizations (CSOs), local communities, and businesses. Though some drawbacks
are acknowledged [6–9], multi-stakeholder partnerships are for the most part regarded as crucial in
efforts toward sustainable development [10–14].

Multi-stakeholder partnerships for sustainability are collaborative arrangements in which actors
from different sectors of society work together toward a sustainability goal [15]. Within such
partnerships, multi-stakeholder collaboration (MSC) refers to the interactive process in which actors
with diverse points of view work together, implementing collective action, and sharing risks, resources,
and responsibilities [16–19]. Diverse transdisciplinary research approaches have been proposed by
the academic sector to achieve sustainability goals. In these transdisciplinary processes, in which
stakeholders jointly define the research problem to be addressed, incorporate their diverse perspectives
in co-produced solution-oriented knowledge, and put this new knowledge into societal and scientific
practice [20–22], MSC is always present. For the purpose of this work, we focus on collaboration
between diverse stakeholders and the factors that hinder such collective work, in which different
logics, values, interests, and knowledge systems need to converge [23–25].

Understanding the factors that hinder MSC and strategies to overcome these challenges is
crucial for effective contribution of these collective processes to sustainability. Challenges to MSC for
sustainability have been addressed, often focusing on perspectives at the national or transnational
levels [6,18,21,26–30]. Stemming from analyses of multi-stakeholder partnerships, general guidelines
for MSC have been published by academic institutions [31], businesses and CSOs [32,33], as well as by
government agencies [34,35]. Much of this insight regarding MSC has been gained from partnerships at
the national and transnational levels [6,9,29,36,37]. Such high-level partnerships have been recognized
as a new form of global governance for sustainable development, negotiating political regulations and
assisting in policy implementation in a multi-level governance system [38]. Further increasing interest
in transnational MSCs, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development established multi-stakeholder
partnerships as key in achieving sustainable development goals (Goal 17, target 17.16, [14]). It thus
seems clear that high-level MSC has a significant role to play in global sustainability, and that much of
our understanding regarding the challenges and strategies to establish MSCs has been gained from
these experiences.

In contrast with transnational partnerships, less has been discussed regarding how place-based
partnerships for sustainability operate, especially in the Global South. Place-based MSCs are those
focused on addressing an issue at the local scale and are designed to meet the needs of a particular
context by drawing on local assets [39]. Taking into account the unique characteristics of a given
social-ecological system [40], place-based MSC aims to generate locally relevant knowledge and
context-specific solutions to address sustainability problems [41]. Efforts have been made to propose
general principles for carrying out place-based MSCs [31,39,42], but the absence of comprehensive
assessments covering a wide range of contexts still hinders the design of effective place-based
collaborations. While the formulation of these guidelines has included insight from experiences
in diverse areas of the Global South, the political, cultural, and economic factors of these contexts and
their effect on MSC have been little discussed (though see [37]). Challenges for MSC in the contexts
of the Global South (e.g., with weak institutions and public insecurity [43]) could differ in important
ways from those prevailing in other regions of the world. Finding that these challenges differ from
those in other regions of the world would highlight the obstacles to implementing similar strategies
and partnership designs across contexts. Moreover, these differences would focus attention to the need
to integrate the contexts and experiences of place-based MSC from the Global South more thoroughly
in discussions of global sustainability [44].

To contribute to addressing the factors that hinder place-based MSCs for sustainability in the
Global South, we analyzed MSC experiences across Mexico. A set of 38 MSC experiences allowed us to
identify common themes across their varied ecological and social contexts, as well as commonalities and
differences with studies from other geographic areas and from high-level national and transnational
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levels. Mexico provides an ideal system for examining place-based MSC in the complex ecological,
social, and political context shared by most Latin American countries and other regions of the Global
South. With approximately 10% of the world’s biodiversity [45] and seven million speakers of
72 indigenous languages [46], Mexico is extremely biologically and culturally diverse [47], a condition
shared by other countries of the Global South. At the same time, Mexico experiences high rates
of land use change, which have led to severe levels of ecosystem degradation affecting human
well-being [45]. In addition, Mexico is a country with enormous disparities of power and wealth,
where truly democratic participation is still under construction, and also a country with large areas of
limited statehood, all conditions with a strong presence in the Global South [48,49]. To examine which
of these and other factors emerge as important challenges in place-based MSC in Mexico, we surveyed
38 projects working on a wide diversity of sustainability topics. In a series of participatory workshops,
stakeholders collaborating on these projects discussed challenges faced in their place-based MSCs
and strategies to overcome them. Based on these collective discussions, we categorized challenges
and strategies and used network analysis to examine how they were associated. Network analysis
pinpointed strategies able to deal with a wide variety of challenges, helping guide efforts and use of
resources in place-based MSCs.

This approach allowed us to identify numerous common themes spanning the diverse place-based
MSCs we surveyed and highlighted important similarities and differences with perspectives from other
areas of the world. We identified divergent visions and interests across stakeholders and inadequate
project planning and management as major obstacles of place-based collaborations, paralleling the
concerns identified in previous literature on MSC. These important points of parallelism suggest the
possibility of sharing strategies to foster MSC across contexts, and even their scalability across levels.
We also identified cultural and political factors representing formidable obstacles for MSC in Mexico,
and likely in other Global South contexts as well, which have been little discussed in the literature
despite their potentially significant effect on sustainability efforts. Particularly salient are issues
associated with limited statehood, such as public insecurity, corruption, and limited infrastructure,
which severely affect the contexts in which place-based MSC can be carried out. We underscore that
taking into account such factors explicitly is crucial when designing strategies and partnerships for
effective place-based MSC. We conclude by discussing the ways in which two related frameworks
that originated in Latin America, Popular Education (PE) and Participatory Action Research (PAR),
can provide conceptual and methodological resources for carrying out place-based MSC in culturally,
politically, and environmentally troubled contexts of the Global South.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Project Selection and Workshops

In July 2015, we issued a nationwide call for participants in ongoing place-based sustainability
projects with a social-ecological approach (Figure 1a, Table S1). We selected projects that had involved
MSC for at least two years and that included at least two, preferably three, out of five different
sectors in the partnership: academia, government, business, CSO, and the local community (Figure 1b).
Although the specific composition of stakeholders can have a strong influence on the way collaborations
are carried out [18], we did not guide project selection by any specific combination of collaborating
sectors. As a result, projects represented practically all potential combinations of sectors (Table S1).
The 38 projects covered a geographic spread that was maximally wide within the country (Figure 1a),
and spanned a wide range of themes, from conservation and ecological restoration, agroecology,
community-based natural resources monitoring, collaborative governance for resource management,
to environmental justice and human rights (Figure 1c). Each project selected three to five of its members
from different sectors to attend a workshop aimed at discussing MSC experiences working toward
environmental sustainability.
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Figure 1. Location of projects (a); distribution of the 128 participants by sector (b); and diversity of
project topics (c). Full information of projects is included in Table S1 based on project numbers (a).

Three four-day participatory workshops [50–52] were carried out with 40–45 participants each.
The aim of these workshops was to identify and discuss factors that have hindered MSC within each
project, as well as strategies to address these factors to strengthen MSC. These strategies included
proven ones already implemented within projects as well as new ones co-created in the workshop.
Previous studies have also implemented participatory methods, including workshops, to engage
participants in collective reflection regarding sustainability problems and solutions [53,54]. Based on
the principle that “we learn from each other together” and that “we can learn more from each other if
we do not all think alike or act alike” [55] (p. 11), activities were carefully designed to foster discussion
in working groups with a heterogeneous composition of sectors [51].

To discuss factors hindering place-based MSC, participants were grouped by project and they were
asked to describe their project’s main objectives and the sectors involved in the collaboration. Based on
the project experience, group members listed factors that had challenged collaboration. Discussions
were guided by a facilitator, who recorded and transcribed the dialogues. The facilitation team was
made up of an interdisciplinary group of academics and members of CSOs. Factors hindering MSC
were grouped in topics by facilitators during workshops. Choosing one of these topics, participants
formed groups to co-create strategies to overcome these challenges hindering place-based MSC.
Participants provided written informed consent at the beginning of workshops. The study was
conducted following the National Autonomous University of Mexico Code of Ethics [56].

To foster a climate of trust and productive exchange between participants, workshops included
activities aimed at enhancing active listening and openness, including ice-breaking activities and
gatherings in which project experiences were exchanged [57]. These activities encouraged new
personal and professional connections between participants.

2.2. Data Analysis

Based on the challenges for place-based MSC mentioned by participants, we constructed
a typology with open coding [58–60]. We started with a set of codes that were modified as we went
through the data to ensure maximal internal homogeneity within categories and external heterogeneity
across categories [61]. Following the same procedure, we constructed a typology of the strategies
proposed in the workshops. To allow for fine analysis of the data, especially for network analysis
(see below), our typology included categories divided into subcategories. We calculated frequencies for
each category and subcategory of challenges and strategies, and interpreted percentages as a reflection
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of the factors present in participant discussions, but not as an indication of how important these factors
were for participants or their collaborative efforts.

We used network analysis [62] to examine how factors that hinder place-based MSC were
associated with strategies to overcome them. We built a directed network with weights between
the ten subcategories of challenges and the twenty subcategories of strategies [63], which made up
the nodes of the network. We used subcategories instead of categories to provide more resolution of
the relationships between challenges and strategies. A node (subcategory) of strategies and a node
(subcategory) of challenges were connected if at least one strategy in that subcategory was mentioned
as a way to overcome a particular challenge in the other subcategory. We calculated the indegree
for each strategy node as the number of inward ties from challenge nodes. We used the number
of strategies for each challenge subcategory as the weight of each tie. For example, participants
proposed seven communication strategies to cope with the challenges in the subcategory divergent
visions. As a result, there was one tie between the nodes divergent visions and communication with
a weight of seven. Finally, to identify key subcategories of strategies able to address many types of
challenges, we used the centrality of strategy nodes and the strength of their connections (weight).
High centralities and weights highlighted strategies with high levels of connectivity and thus able to
address a wide variety of challenges in MSC. We calculated network metrics with UCINET [64] and
visualized networks with Gephi [65].

3. Results

3.1. Diversity of Workshop Participants and Projects

A total of 128 participants in 38 projects throughout Mexico attended the three workshops
(Figure 1a, Table S1). Most participants belonged to local communities (29%), academic institutions
(25%), or CSOs (24%) (Figure 1b). Government stakeholders represented 14% and mainly included
representatives of local governments, managers of protected areas, and staff of national government
research institutions. A small percentage of participants belonged to businesses (8%), all of which were
social enterprises.

3.2. Challenges Hindering Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration

Factors hindering place-based MSC were grouped into five overarching categories and
ten subcategories (Table 1). Factors associated with divergent visions and interests across sectors
and stakeholders were the most frequently mentioned difficulties (32.5%, Table 1). Participants
highlighted that divergent objectives, interests, and priorities caused tensions, unbalanced stakeholder
participation, weak MSC, and mistrust between collaborators. In addition, the cultural diversity
of Mexico, expressed by its high number of indigenous groups, was also mentioned as a factor
leading to strikingly divergent worldviews. Participants also mentioned tensions with specific sectors,
mainly academia and government. For example, large gaps were perceived between stakeholder
needs and academic and government programs. Divergent visions and interests challenged all stages
of place-based MSC, but were particularly limiting for the definition of common goals and agendas,
a crucial first stage in MSC.

Inadequate planning and project management also held back place-based MSC (26.3%, Table 1).
Lack of continuity of programs and projects, lack of funding and personnel, and differences in
time frames across sectors (e.g., the duration of an academic project or the annual periodicity of
funding cycles) were perceived as severe challenges for carrying out place-based sustainability projects.
These projects usually yield results in the mid or long term, whereas some stakeholders often desire
shorter time frames.
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Table 1. Challenges hindering multi-stakeholder collaboration.

Category and Subcategories (%) Examples

I. Divergent visions and interests (32.5%). Different objectives, interests, and ideologies causing tensions across sectors and
stakeholders

1. Divergent visions (16.3%) The visions of some stakeholders that do not empathize with
indigenous worldviews

Logic of individualism that hampers the integration of the
group

2. Tensions within and between sectors (16.3%) Interests of CSOs do not coincide at times with those of
community members

Mismatch between rhetoric and practice of certain
government agencies

Lack of integration, coordination, and professional ethics of
some academic actors

II. Inadequate planning and project management (26.3%). Methodological and logistical challenges leading to poor project
management

1. Differing timeframes and lack of project continuity
(15.8%)

Students do not provide follow-up to projects after
graduation

Limited time and capacity for monitoring activities

Timing differences between sectors participating in the
projects

2. Insufficient funding and personnel (10.5%) Lack of funding sources

The small size of the facilitating team makes it impossible for
them to work in more communities

III. Inadequate organization among stakeholders (18.7%). Limited participation in decision-making and inadequate
stakeholder and institutional organization leading to challenges in MSC

1. Limited participation and inadequate organization
among stakeholders (13.9%)

Dialogue spaces often lack credibility from the perspective of
communities

Dependence on community leaders, little grassroots action

2. Inadequate institutional organization (6.2%) High levels of bureaucracy

Traditional decision-making structures do not represent all
community members

IV. Problems of communication and lack of information (13.9%). Inadequate communication across sectors and lack of
suitable information hindering project development

Lack of partnership with other organizations; there is no
communication and no information sharing

Lack of understanding of the social context in the national
park by government actors

Language differences that hinder agreements (e.g., Tseltal
and Spanish)

V. Structural conditions (8.6%). Territorial, economic, and socio-political aspects setting conditions in which collaborations
take place

1. Social, political and economic system (5.3%)
There is no local market for the product. The market is
controlled by the demand of large businesses that do not
give preference to local varieties

2. Discrimination (1.9%) Male farmers are less likely to interact with female rather
than male extension agents

3. Public insecurity (1.4%) Lack of safety, violence, and organized crime in the
municipality

Differences in organizational cultures of stakeholders and institutions were perceived as important
factors hindering collaboration and were grouped in the category inadequate organization among
stakeholders (18.7%, Table 1). Different organizational cultures led to a lack of clarity regarding objectives
and responsibilities, to unbalanced participation and leadership, and to a lack of credibility among
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stakeholders. In combination, these conditions led to disagreement, or even conflict, damaging social
capital. In addition to poor organization, place-based MSC was hindered by poor communication
across stakeholders.

Problems of communication and lack of information were present from the initial phase of delimiting
common objectives and goals, to the stage of dissemination of results (13.9%, Table 1). Communication
was challenged by manifold factors, including the use of specialized jargon or of different languages
(e.g., Spanish vs. indigenous languages), a lack of understanding of the local social and ecological
contexts (e.g., by government representatives), or even by the rugged topography of Mexico and roads
in bad condition, which complicated information exchange within and across projects.

Finally, challenges reflecting structural conditions of Mexico, likely shared by other countries
in Latin America and the Global South, were also mentioned in the workshops (8.6%, Table 1).
Structural conditions refer to socio-political, economic, and territorial conditions in which MSC takes
place. Factors in this category included strong discrimination against indigenous communities and
women, political transitions resetting government programs and representatives (i.e., winner-takes-all
municipal political system), electoral processes causing turmoil and violence, and stakeholder
emigration from local communities due to economic and insecurity reasons. Public insecurity
and violence appeared as additional factors that imposed difficult conditions for place-based MSC
in Mexico.

3.3. Strategies to Foster Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration

Participants in the workshops mentioned a very wide range of strategies to foster place-based
MSC. A quarter of all strategies focused on developing capacities for better project management
(24%, Table 2). Different ways of systematizing, monitoring, and evaluating projects, as well as
increasing accountability, improving access to funding, and improving management of human and
financial resources, were mentioned. With the goal of improving project management, strategies
to foster participation in decision-making and collective action were also proposed. In addition
to practical aspects, strategies also addressed the complexities of constructing a common vision
across stakeholders.

Table 2. Strategies to foster multi-stakeholder collaboration.

Categories (%) Examples

A. Project management (24%)

1. Project planning
Strategies to improve project planning and
operation

Generate clear project guidelines
Establish the agendas and commitments for each level of
decision-making
Produce an organizational chart of the project team

2. Funding management
Strategies for effective management of
economic resources and identification of
funding sources

Include the cost of outreach activities in project budgets
Include strategies for funding management in participatory
planning
Generate sources of self-employment through productive projects

3. Systematization, monitoring, and
evaluation
Strategies focused on generating processes
of systematization, monitoring, and
evaluation

Devise supervision strategies that help meet project goals
Conduct periodic internal and external evaluations
Document and systematize the progress of the project
Ensure that planning, monitoring, and evaluation are conducted in a
participatory manner

4. Accountability and transparency
Strategies to strengthen transparency and
accountability to enforce sanctions when
agreements are not complied with

Implement mechanisms for transparency (e.g., websites)
Enhance monitoring and accountability with reports on resource
management and meetings
Enforce economic or legal sanctions when there is a lack of
compliance
Report obstacles and achievements
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Table 2. Cont.

B. Construction of a common vision (19.6%)

1. Construction of common objectives and
social cohesion. Strategies to define
common objectives and foster the
development of collective identity

Make clear the mutual interests and what we wish to achieve
collectively
Produce together an action plan and establish a common vision and
objectives
Agree on the forms of and spaces for collective work
Implement mechanisms of prevention, attention to, and resolution
of conflicts
Create a common language

2. Formation of alliances
Strategies to foster relationships among
strategic stakeholders and sectors

Identify strategic intra- and cross-sectoral alliances
Work in networks of collaboration and support
Approach regional organizations and governmental institutions that
address the same issues

3. Formalization of collaboration
Strategies to promote formal agreements
and structures for collaboration

Establish long-term agreements of collaboration, with clear
objectives and goals
Create formal bodies with stakeholder representation
Create citizen’s committees for outreach that favor interaction
among stakeholders

4. Partnerships with government and
academia
Strategies for collaboration with
government actors and researchers

Form inter- and trans-disciplinary working teams
Establish collaborations between academics and communities to
undertake processes of participatory research
Contact researchers and establish agreements based on affinities and
commitments

5. Inclusive practices
Strategies to foster the participation of
minority and vulnerable groups

Generate activities and projects for different groups within the
community to integrate children, young people, women, and seniors
Encourage the leadership of women and young people
Establish project guidelines with gender equality
Create common languages and forms of participation for the
integration of marginalized groups

C. Capacity building and tools (15%)

1. Capacity building and learning
Strategies to foster learning and abilities in
stakeholders

Identify stakeholders who wish to learn
Support extension agent training
Provide training and tools through participatory workshops in
topics of evaluation, resource management, political action,
accountability, human rights, and international law
Establish channels for the transmission of different knowledge
systems

2. Methodological tools
Strategies for collective analysis and to
facilitate collective work

Stakeholder mapping (sociogram) to visualize relationships and
analyze power balance
Conduct a diagnostic to determine factors of social dissolution
within a community (e.g., political, electoral, deep-rooted customs)
Identify, in a participatory manner, problems, needs, and
alternatives, taking language and traditions into account

3. Consultancy
Strategies to integrate specialized
consultancy in projects

Request legal advice
Seek mechanisms of linkage with programs of government,
universities and CSOs to launch projects
Seek advice regarding organizational development

D. Communication (14.8%)

1. Communication and information
Strategies to strengthen communication
channels and to promote dialogue and
information exchange across stakeholders

Build a common language across stakeholders
In multilingual contexts, ensure translation and learn local
languages
Hold periodic meetings so that all stakeholders have the same level
of information and knowledge of the project
Inform in a clear and transparent, organized, and appropriate way,
and in line with group meeting decisions
Increase public visibility of projects in communication media
Encourage independent media (e.g., community radio stations)
Use suitable media to improve information dissemination
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Table 2. Cont.

2. Partnership-building spaces
Strategies to create spaces suitable for
promoting partnerships amongst sectors

Promote spaces of dialogue (e.g., forums, fairs, exchanges) for
understanding different styles of reasoning
Organize gatherings with active participation and equality of
conditions
Organize recreational activities to foster integration

E. Forms of organization and community institutions (13.5%)

1. Functions and attributions
Strategies to establish roles, functions, and
mechanisms for decision-making

Define mechanisms for decision-making
Rotate roles to generate empathy with other individuals and
working groups
Clearly define responsibilities and activities of each stakeholder
Create spaces to manage problems and conflicts

2. Community institutions and
empowerment
Strategies to recognize modes of
organization and distribution of power
within communities

Recognize and respect community organization structures,
traditions, and customs
Foster organization and autonomy based on a community’s
traditional systems of governance
Foster diverse forms of collective community work
Establish agreements within community assemblies
Foster community development plans on which governmental
intervention can be based

3. Bridging stakeholders
Strategies to train individuals and
institutions with bridging capacities (e.g.,
for translation or communication) across
sectors

Identify a person in charge of outreach and communication activities
of the project
Enhance the role of CSOs and academics as mediators for dialogue
between the community and the government.
Choose individuals that are empathetic and capable of building trust
in meetings with other sectors

F. Values and attitudes (8.5%)

1. Strategies to promote interpersonal
relationships that favor collaboration,
dialogue, and interaction

Promote awareness and respect for the decision-making processes in
each sector
Avoid taking conflicts to a personal level
Respect differences
Recognize and highlight different capacities, forms of knowledge,
and ways of life
Foster collaboration and action across sectors through gatherings
and meetings
Foster equality and trust

G. Government and governability (4.6%)

1. Government programs
Strategies to improve government
programs and their relevance based on
real social needs

Demand that government programs respond to the needs of society
Reassess criteria and guidelines of public programs
Coordinate government programs that are directed at the same type
of projects (health, environment, etc.)

2. Public security
Strategies to deal with public insecurity
caused by crime and violence

Report crimes to the police
Report crimes to the police when the conditions make it safe to do so
[for example, collusion between police and organized crime can
make reporting crimes dangerous]
Always carry an institutional identification instead of only a
personal ID [because of regard for some institutions, e.g.,
universities, showing such an ID could earn leniency]
Resort to legal bodies and legal instruments for the defense of
human rights
Create armed community self-defense groups

Diverse strategies for the construction of a common vision, that is, to identify common interests and
to build shared objectives, were mentioned (19.6%, Table 2). Participants emphasized the importance
of formal agreements, especially when collaborating with government and academics, building
common knowledge across stakeholders, designing mechanisms for preventing and solving conflicts,
and establishing strategic alliances and partnerships, especially with academics and government.
Engagement of minorities and vulnerable groups in MSC was perceived as paramount, because
inclusivity helps build a common vision. Following the process of building common goals, a lack of
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abilities and training in different areas, and poor communication commonly hindered place-based
MSC according to our results. Participants mentioned several strategies to face these challenges.

Strategies regarding capacity building and tools and to improving communication represented
15% of total mentions each (Table 2). Key capacities included those aimed at fostering participatory
processes and community development, increasing the political impact of a project (for example,
obtaining additional funding or scaling of the project to regional levels), and improving
project management and accountability. In some cases, participants emphasized the need
to fill knowledge gaps through specialized consultancy regarding, for example, sustainable
development, resource management, process evaluation, human rights, national and international
law, partnership building, and organizational growth. Strategies to address communication
challenges included building a common language, using diverse communication media (e.g., social
networks, community-based radio, etc.), and improving the way in which communication takes place,
for example, fostering empathy and transparency. Organization of different kinds of meetings (forums,
fairs, etc.) was regarded as a way of allowing direct communication between stakeholders and projects.

Many strategies were grouped in the category forms of organization and community institutions
(13.5%, Table 2). This category included strategies for the distribution of power within local
communities or across sectors, and the establishment of clear agreements regarding the division
of tasks and responsibilities, decision-making mechanisms, sanctions in case of breach of obligations,
and mechanisms for conflict resolution within communities. Participants highlighted the importance
of understanding and respecting traditional forms of community organization, of voluntary collective
work within communities, and of including key actors in MSC who can link sectors. In turn,
the category of values and attitudes (8.5%, Table 2) included strategies for enhancing interpersonal
relationships in the context of collaboration, including ways of fostering trust, equity, commitment,
and respect for diverse points of view in the context of stakeholder diversity.

Finally, with 4.6% of mentions, participants proposed strategies for overcoming structural and
political challenges, which were included in the category government and governability (Table 2).
Although these factors go beyond MSC, they do set the context for collaboration, and, as a result,
they strongly influence how sustainability projects are carried out and their outcomes. Participants
proposed strategies to modify guidelines of government programs, and also to better coordinate
these programs between government sectors. Proposed changes were aimed at fostering community
autonomy and at reducing the extreme bureaucracy that characterizes government institutions.
Another set of important structural conditions were public insecurity and violence. In this regard,
participants proposed strategies for prevention of crime and violence, and insisted on the importance
of denouncing acts of aggression and violence to the authorities, though the participants reported
that they do not always do so. For cases in which public insecurity has become the norm, profound
structural and organizational transformations were suggested, such as vigilante self-defense groups.

3.4. Network Analysis

The twenty strategy subcategories were connected with the ten challenge subcategories through
131 ties (Figure 2). Most subcategories of challenges were addressed by multiple subcategories
of strategies, which was reflected by the average number of ties (i.e., the mean degree) of 6.5.
Values and attitudes had the highest degree (nine ties), followed by seven other subcategories with
eight ties (i.e., capacity building and learning, project planning, communication and information, community
institutions and empowerment, common objectives and social cohesion, formation of alliances, functions and
attributions). In contrast, consultancy, inclusive practices, and public security addressed only two challenge
subcategories (Figure 2). Regarding the weight of ties, certain challenges were strongly linked to
specific subcategories of strategies (thick arrows in Figure 2), reflecting that many strategies were
proposed by participants to address that kind of challenge. This was the case of communication
and information and also insufficient funding and personnel. Although a few specific subcategories of
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strategies can address specific subcategories of challenges, most strategies can cope with myriad
different challenges.
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categories of challenges (roman numbers) or of strategies (capital letters) (see Tables 1 and 2).
Arrow width represents the weight of the tie (number of strategies proposed for each subcategory
of challenge). Circles represent the indegree of strategy subcategory nodes (number of inward ties,
i.e., number of challenge subcategories each strategy subcategory is connected with).

In the network, we detected four prominent subcategories of strategies concentrating 25% of
the ties (33 of a total of 131) and almost 40% of their weight (number of strategies mentioned by
participants, 161 of a total of 413). These strategies included project planning, capacity building and
learning, values and attitudes, and communication and information. Two of these strategies, project planning,
and capacity building and learning, were connected to more similar types of challenges, and as a result,
appeared closer to each other in Figure 3. This result suggested a synergistic effect between these
two groups of strategies, that is, implementing strategies included in project planning would have
a synergistic effect with the implementation of strategies in capacity building and learning, given they
address similar subcategories of challenges (Figure 3). In contrast, values and attitudes and communication
and information appeared farther away from each other and also from the other two subcategories
of strategies, suggesting that they were connected to more different types of challenges (Figure 3).
As a result, implementing strategies from these categories would tend to have a complementary effect
on MSC.
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4. Discussion

Our results examining place-based MSC sustainability projects across a vast diversity of
social-ecological settings in Mexico highlighted remarkable coincidence between the challenges faced
and the solutions implemented by the projects we surveyed and those discussed in the literature,
as well as very important differences. We first focus on these differences, i.e., on the challenges likely
characterizing MSC in many countries in the Global South, which have been largely overlooked in
previous literature. We then address challenges and strategies for place-based MSC in Mexico that
converge with discussions on place-based MSC in other areas of the world and also at transnational
levels. Given the vast diversity spanned, including a range of ecosystems from coral reefs to lowland
rainforests and desert highlands (Table S1), and stakeholders including indigenous communities,
farmers, and social enterprises, our results are likely to be applicable to MSC even beyond Mexico.
Along these lines, we focus attention on traditions of PE and PAR that originated in and remain
well established in Latin America. We provide examples on how these frameworks offer conceptual
and methodological resources for place-based MSC in contexts of the Global South. We conclude by
indicating future directions.

4.1. Challenges Hindering Place-Based MSC in Mexico: Structural Factors in a Country with Areas of Limited Statehood

Place-based MSC is hindered by a great variety of challenges, some of which have
been little addressed in previous MSC literature. These challenges have to do with structural
conditions. These conditions are often contextual or “out of reach” of MSC projects, and hence were
not as frequently mentioned as some other challenging factors (Table 1). However, participants still
regarded them as crucial for carrying out place-based MSC in Mexico. Participants reported structural
factors, such as socio-political and economic inequality, lack of social participation, discrimination,
intercultural conflict, and generalized public insecurity as major obstacles to their sustainability
projects. Public insecurity and violence can limit social participation [66], whereas organized crime
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can severely jeopardize outcomes of sustainability efforts [67] and has been shown to drive major
environmental changes in several areas in Mexico (e.g., [68]). Because so many partnerships collaborate
under these conditions in Mexico and throughout the Global South [69], any critical analysis of MSC
and environmental governance must address these deep-seated factors explicitly.

Some of the challenging structural factors highlighted by participants are strongly aligned with
a situation of “limited statehood” [70,71]. Areas of limited statehood are defined as those “where central
state authorities lack the capacity to uphold the monopoly over the means of violence and/or to
enforce the law” [72] (p. 4). Of the structural factors in Table 1, violence and public insecurity
linked to organized crime [43,66] is diagnostic of limited statehood. In addition, other challenges
mentioned by participants, such as lack of legitimacy (of government actors in particular), corruption,
power imbalance, and limited infrastructure, are also strongly associated with limited statehood [73].
In contrast with consolidated statehoods of much of the Global North, in Mexico the lack of government
capacity to satisfactorily address the demands of social and economic development and environmental
management has led to the emergence of alternative governance strategies [74] involving the
non-hierarchical collaboration of multiple actors of society. As suggested by the composition of
most of the surveyed projects, place-based partnerships including non-governmental actors, such as
local communities, academics, and CSOs have become central in environmental governance and the
local provision of collective goods in Mexico, a situation that has also been observed in studies focused
at transnational levels (e.g., [75]). Even with a limited state, governance of natural resources and
environmental management can be successfully achieved [76], something that has been observed in
some areas of Mexico (e.g., [77]). Understanding these particular forms of governance in areas of
limited statehood is crucial for fostering MSC aimed at sustainability, both at the local and global
levels [49]. Further understanding of place-based MSC in areas of limited statehood will likely reveal
additional factors that have been underestimated in MSC studies in the Global North, or even in
studies in areas of limited statehood, but focused on transnational partnerships. In higher level
partnerships, some limited statehood issues could appear less important or might remain undisclosed
by stakeholders. As a result, place-based approaches represent a largely missing but crucial perspective
that could better inform sustainability efforts in areas of limited statehood at the global scale as well.

4.2. Challenges Hindering Place-Based MSC Shared by Mexico and Other Contexts and Partnership Levels

We now turn to the numerous challenges that emerged in our study of place-based MSC that
are similar to those commonly identified in MSC for sustainability in other geographic areas and in
higher level partnerships. Particularly salient among these, with 60% of mentions, divergent visions
and interests and inadequate project planning and management were highlighted as prominent challenges
hindering MSC. Previous studies have frequently stressed the difficulties of integrating divergent
perspectives in a partnership [6,18,27,28,78,79], challenges that were also mentioned by workshop
participants in our study (divergent visions and interests, Table 1). Divergent visions across stakeholders
can mean that some stakeholders perceive a given sustainability problem while others do not perceive
a problem at all [21,27], leading to stalling of sustainability partnerships from the beginning. Regarding
the obstacles that emerged from inadequate project planning and management, insufficient time, space,
resources, and the lack of monitoring and evaluation throughout the collaboration have been addressed
as important factors negatively affecting MSC in high level partnerships [6,29], and in our survey
as well. Obstacles regarding project management and building a common vision are challenges that
are inherent to cross-sectoral collaboration, and as a result, they are to some degree independent
of social-political or economic contexts or of levels at which partnerships operate. These examples
of agreement suggest rich opportunities for solutions to deal with these challenges to inform the
implementation of MSC across geographic contexts and also across levels [31].

Other challenges mentioned by workshop participants previously discussed in the MSC literature
could be particularly salient in the Mexican context and that of other countries in Latin America
and the rest of the Global South. Prominent among these challenges were limited participation
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in decision-making and inadequate institutional organization (included in the category inadequate
organization among stakeholders, Table 1). The ability of stakeholders to participate in a collaboration
and to influence decision-making depends on their relative power to bring their concerns into the
discussion [6]. Large power asymmetries can lead to a lack of trust among stakeholders [9,80,81]
or to illegitimacy [21,79,82], something brought up in our workshops, especially when discussing
collaboration with government actors. In the context of power imbalance, superficial or simulated
forms of participation are likely to arise (passive participation [83]; symbolic participation [84]),
resulting in low innovative potential of the partnership [27]. Although power issues inevitably emerge
in multi-stakeholder partnerships [24,85], their negative effects on stakeholder participation [86]
could be particularly strong in collaborations with vulnerable or marginalized groups. Many of the
projects surveyed collaborated with indigenous populations. Even in the context of partnerships with
horizontal collaboration schemes, power unbalances associated with the legacy of colonialism [87–91]
are latent risks of partnerships involving indigenous communities. In a global situation in which
indigenous populations are crucial actors in the management of natural resources in the Global
South [92,93], understanding how MSC can be effectively carried out in conditions of equality and
respect with these historically marginalized groups is of paramount importance [94–96].

4.3. Fostering Key Strategies to Address Prevalent Challenges in MSC

Network analysis showed that most subcategories of strategies (Table 2) can be implemented
to deal with a great variety of challenges (Figure 2). Connectivity between challenges and strategies
tended to be very high, with the degree of strategy nodes being eight or nine in many cases, close to the
maximum value of ten (total number of challenge subcategories, and thus, the maximum number of
potential inward ties, Figure 2). As a result of this high connectivity, strategies involving shifts in values
and attitudes, for example, are able to address obstacles regarding divergent visions, limited participation,
discrimination, as well as public insecurity (Figure 2). Likewise, strategies involving project planning
can be implemented not only to improve project management or to deal with insufficient funding
and insufficient personnel, but some of these strategies also allow for addressing divergent visions and
problems of communication and lack of information, and to ease tensions within and between sectors. This high
connectivity could reflect the high heterogeneity of experiences, perspectives, and values of the
stakeholders in our workshops. This diversity was likely responsible for the wide span of strategies
proposed for overcoming the same kind of challenge. Diverse perspectives in discussions has been
shown to lead to a deeper understanding of the issue at hand and also to increase appreciation for the
perspectives of others [86]. Here, the points of view of different social sectors were crucial to capture
the complexity of MSC and to envision diverse ways of improving them.

Among ways of improving place-based MSC, network analysis allowed us to identify key
strategies that can address most subcategories of challenges. These results could aid in prioritizing
resource allocation that is aimed at strengthening MSC. These strategies were (i) project planning,
(ii) capacity building and learning, (iii) values and attitudes, and (iv) communication and information (Figure 3).
In combination, these strategy subcategories concentrated 40% of the proposed strategies and a quarter
of the ties, highlighting their combined capacity to face most subcategories of challenges. Within this
group of key strategies, project planning and capacity building and learning addressed similar types
of challenges having a synergistic effect (thus their proximity in Figure 3). In a scenario of limited
resources, these results suggest that managers would be advised to choose between strategies in project
planning or capacity building and learning, given that they address similar subcategories of challenges.
Remaining resources could be allocated to other key subcategories of strategies, mainly ones related
to values and attitudes and to communication and information skills, which tend to address different
subcategories of challenges in MSC (see ties in Figure 3). By identifying which sets of strategies best
address different sets of challenges, our results thus can help make decisions regarding allocation of
limited resources.
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4.4. Resources for Place-Based MSC in the Global South and Beyond: Latin American Popular Education and
Participatory Action Research Traditions

Many of the projects surveyed, and also the structure of our workshops, drew on the traditions
of Popular Education (PE) and Participatory Action Research (PAR) [97,98]. These approaches were
forged in the turbulent social and political context of Latin America in the 1970s and offer a vast
source of experience for place-based MSC throughout the Global South and beyond. These traditions
focus on learning processes and social transformation through critical analyses of social reality with
active participation of stakeholders [99–102]. Aiming at social change through horizontal forms of
collaboration, both PE and PAR offer a framework for reflexive action (praxis) in contexts in which the
established power structures have generated social and environmental injustice [103,104], as is often the
case in Latin America and many areas in the Global South [105]. Under the general principles of PE and
PAR, in MSC knowledge co-production, social learning, and action are tightly linked. Some principles
that guide PE and PAR include the participation of marginalized groups in the design and execution of
learning and research processes, as well as the generation of collective agreements on the objectives of
knowledge and social change. These principles contribute significantly to the construction of a common
vision among multiple stakeholders [106], capacity building, and effective communication [107], all of
which have been identified in our study as strategic areas for MSC. Moreover, the strong focus of
PE and PAR on social participation contribute to transforming entrenched power asymmetries [108],
one of the most important challenges in place-based MSC in the Global South. PAR approaches have
been implemented in MSC for natural resource management [109], climate change adaptation [110],
social-environmental conflict management [111], and other areas. Here, we emphasize that, given that
both PAR and PE arose in troubled social and political contexts of Latin America, they represent
valuable sources of tools for place-based MSC in similar contexts of the Global South.

These contexts often include limited statehood, and PE and PAR are direct responses to these
situations. Participatory methodologies for knowledge co-creation and collective action stemming from
PE and PAR have bolstered networks of collaboration across non-government, rather than including
government, actors. These networks of collaboration and political ties usually include academics, CSOs,
and marginalized stakeholders [112–114]. Government and businesses do not commonly participate
in these collaborative processes, in part because historically they have been regarded as accountable
for the lack of social justice in Latin America [115–117]. In this context, PE and PAR in Latin American
can be interpreted both as a result of a pervasive condition of limited statehood and as a producer of
alternative forms of sustainability governance. As a result, these approaches offer a particularly useful
conceptual framework and set of participatory methodologies to carry out MSC toward sustainability
in contexts of the Global South and beyond.

4.5. Limitations and Further Directions

The limitations of our study highlight important priorities for further work. One priority is that,
while the selected projects included stakeholders from different sectors of society, we did not evaluate
the role of stakeholder composition on collaboration outcomes. Different profiles of stakeholders
across collaborations can have a strong influence on the way collaborations are carried out [18], so this
factor would be useful to examine. Also, our study did not include indicators of the success of
individual projects in meeting their stated goals. As a result, our study in effect assumes that there
should be no systematic tendency for more or less successful projects to involve differing relationships
between challenges and strategies. Approaches for the evaluation of collaborations found in the
trandisciplinary research literature [118,119] would seem to offer useful potential for testing this
expectation. The priorities for further work identified by our study thus seem readily addressed by
available systems and approaches.
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5. Conclusions

Examination of place-based MSC experiences in Mexico highlighted strong agreement with
studies focused on national and transnational partnerships and in contexts of the Global North,
while at the same time, identifying significant obstacles largely overlooked in the previous literature.
Finding that many challenges for place-based MSC identified here coincided with those of other social
and political contexts and of high level partnerships suggests that there are rich opportunities to inform
MSC practices and partnership designs across geographic contexts and partnership levels. Our results
also highlighted the importance of examining perspectives from Latin America and other regions
of the Global South [44,120], given that this context is able to reveal obstacles largely overlooked in
analyses based on other contexts [121]. These obstacles were associated with structural conditions
in countries with areas of limited statehood, such as Mexico, conditions shared with many other
countries of the Global South. These social and political conditions in which MSC occurs are critical
for the success of place-based sustainability initiatives and lead to alternative forms of governance
in which non-state actors are crucial. Because a large number of MSC initiatives operate under these
circumstances in Mexico and across the Global South, critical analyses of MSC and environmental
governance in these regions need to address these pervasive conditions explicitly. In areas of limited
statehood, where the process of scaling-up place-based sustainability efforts faces structural obstacles,
scaling-out networks of non-governmental stakeholders, such as the ones exemplified in this study,
could be crucial for global sustainability. Further understanding these partnerships and the factors
that obstruct or enable their success in the Global South is thus of paramount importance for the good
governance and management of social-ecological systems globally.
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