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Abstract: To address the challenge of achieving social learning in support of transformative change
to sustainability, this paper develops an analytical framework that applies a social practice theory
(SPT) lens to illuminate the constituent elements and dynamics of social learning in the context of
transdisciplinary coproduction for sustainability transitions. Adopting an SPT approach affords a
means of interpreting concrete practices at the local scale and exploring the potential for scaling
them up. This framework is then applied to a real-world case at the urban neighbourhood scale
in order to illustrate how social learning unfolded in a grassroots transdisciplinary coproduction
process focused on climate action. We find that a social practice perspective illuminates the material
and nonmaterial dimensions of the relationship between social learning and transdisciplinary
coproduction. In decoupling these properties from individual human agency, the SPT perspective
affords a means of tracing their emergence among social actors, generating a deeper understanding
of how social learning arises and effects change, and sustainability can be reinforced.
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1. Introduction

The urgency and immensity of challenges like climate change and social inequality call for new
ways of understanding the world and effecting change. Such “wicked problems” [1] are difficult
to solve, as they are complex, contested and ambiguous with respect to their underlying values
and causes [2] and display complex interdependencies with prevailing economic, technological and
social systems. In confronting these societal challenges, transitions scholars advocate moving beyond
incremental improvements, which have proven ineffectual, to find ways of achieving fundamental
transitions or transformations in core systems in the direction of sustainability [3]. Such transitions
entail “profound changes in dominant institutions, practices, technologies, policies, lifestyles and
thinking” [4] (p. 6), at the heart of which are novel processes for knowledge production and social
learning [5,6].

One such process is transdisciplinary (TD) coproduction, a knowledge production process in which
individuals with different disciplinary, professional and experiential backgrounds combine academic
and practice-based knowledges in the shared production, interpretation and ultimate use of scientific
knowledge and its products [7–12]. These attributes of TD coproduction suggest optimal conditions for
the social learning deemed important for sustainability transitions [2]. In the context of sustainability
transitions, social learning generally refers to collective learning that generates collective responses
to a shared dilemma or societal challenge. While such learning is clearly important, more work is
needed to conceptualize social learning within TD coproduction and to better understand precisely
how learning unfolds and knowledge is produced in such configurations. Indeed, the varied use of the
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term “social learning” across multiple disciplines and the consequent ambiguity surrounding its causes
and effects has resulted in a notable lack of conceptual clarity surrounding the concept. This makes
it difficult to assess whether social learning has occurred and, if so, what kind of learning has taken
place, to what extent, between whom and how [13].

To address this challenge, this paper develops an analytical framework that applies a social
practice theory (SPT) lens to illuminate the constituent elements and dynamics of social learning in
the context of TD coproduction. Adopting an SPT approach affords a means of interpreting concrete
practices at the local scale and exploring the potential for scaling them up. This framework is then
applied to a real-world case in order to illustrate how social learning unfolded in a grassroots TD
coproduction process. The process under study took place over 2018–2019 and brought together
researchers from the University of Toronto, two funders (The Atmospheric Fund (TAF) and the City
of Toronto) and 11 community practitioners who each represented a different climate intervention
located in the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area (GTHA). The aim of this effort was to codevelop an
evaluation framework that would enable the assessment of their processes, their short- to medium-term
outcomes and any longer or deeper sustainability impacts.

The aim of this paper is to bring coproduction processes for transition into conversation with
social learning in order to clarify and yield a deeper understanding of both. Doing so sheds light
on social learning’s plural and dynamic nature in the context of TD coproduction efforts, in turn
potentially strengthening the TD coproduction effort in the process. Ultimately, this forms the basis for
a future research agenda that explores and demonstrates how social learning might be operationalized
or leveraged in service of sustainability transitions. This paper is structured as follows: a review of
the TD coproduction, social learning and social practice theory literatures, which underpin the social
learning analytical framework, leads into a discussion of the analytical framework. This is followed by
a description of the TD coproduction case at the centre of this study and how it is illustrative of the
processes and outcomes of social learning referenced in the framework. The paper concludes with
a discussion of the significance of conceptualizing social learning and TD coproduction in this way,
particularly as a foundation for future research.

1.1. Conceptual Framework

1.1.1. TD Coproduction

TD coproduction of knowledge refers to the relocation of research activities out into communities,
enabling researchers and societal actors to produce knowledge together by sharing in the joint framing
of problems and goals as well as the management and ownership of research processes and related
products [14,15]. In bringing together actors with diverse backgrounds, experiences and worldviews,
TD coproduction can be extremely difficult to undertake in practice but rewarding if new ideas,
understandings, trust and commitment emerge. Coproduction processes are particularly useful for
addressing sustainability challenges, as they offer an avenue for engaging with sustainability’s
“essentially contested” nature [16,17], meaning that the specific meaning and interpretation of
sustainability is far from universally agreed upon despite widespread acceptance of its importance.
Thus, by its very nature, sustainability demands ongoing, place-based conversations informed by
the unique beliefs, values, interests and many knowledges of the diverse collectives exploring its
meaning and address. Such a view is articulated through the concept of “procedural sustainability”,
whereby sustainability is an emergent property of dialogue and negotiation that addresses the
inherently normative and ethical question of how we should live and what choices we want to
make given the best available scientific knowledge [18,19]. Such processes must be designed to make
sense of the multiplicity of (potentially messy) perspectives while mediating the inevitable conflicts and
engaging deeply with dimensions of power toward ultimately producing new understandings about
sustainability issues and their possible solutions. Social learning provides one such mechanism for
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sense-making through dialogue, reflexivity and experimentation that may help to improve processes
while opening up opportunities for collective action.

1.1.2. Social Learning

Social learning emerges when individuals and groups employ dialogue to collectively
problem-solve; surface assumptions through reflexivity; and use experimentation, improvisation and
adaptation in their initiation of novel approaches [2,20,21]. Such learning is believed to have substantive
value, producing new shared knowledge and actions with the potential for adapting and responding
to complex challenges [22,23]. It also holds normative value with learning, particularly that which is
aimed at achieving an environmental or social goal, being an end in and of itself [24]. In addition to the
presumed substantive and normative benefits of social learning, some scholars argue that social learning
also provides instrumental value by enhancing trust, governance, social legitimacy, attitudinal and
behavioural change, stakeholder empowerment and social networks [6,11] (p. 45), and by producing
new identities, as well as institutions and individual capacities, that are more socially and ecologically
robust [24].

Yet as Parson and Clark [25] (p. 429) argue, tremendous ambiguity surrounds the concept:

The term social learning conceals great diversity. That many researchers describe the
phenomena they are examining as “social learning” does not necessarily indicate a common
theoretical perspective, disciplinary heritage, or even language. Rather, the contributions
employ the language, concepts, and research methods of a half-dozen major disciplines;
focus on individuals, groups, formal organizations, professional communities, or entire
societies; and use divergent definitions of learning, of what it means for learning to be
“social,” and of theory.

For instance, scholars like Kilvington, Allen [26], and Fernandez-Gimenez et al. [27] conceptualize
social learning as a deliberative process, one characterized by dialogue, negotiation and reflexivity
between actors within social networks, typically in service of a pro-environmental goal (encapsulating
both process and purpose). Others, like Reed et al. [28], place the emphasis on outcomes, arguing that
three distinct criteria must be met for social learning to be obtained: (1) a change in understanding
in the individuals involved must be demonstrated (i.e., learning outcomes), (2) this change must go
beyond the individual and become situated within wider social units or communities of practice
(i.e., network effects) and (3) this occurs through social interactions between actors within a social
network (i.e., processes or conditions for social learning).

To further muddy the conceptual waters, the “social” in social learning, which refers to the social
context that shapes and is shaped by learning [29–31], implies multiple settings for and influences on
learning. It includes interpersonal settings though which individuals informally and collaboratively
learn from one another as well as the culture in which they live and the groups with which they
interact [31]. This challenges the determination of learning causes and effects.

1.1.3. Social Practice

Grounding social learning in the real-world contexts (e.g., TD coproduction efforts) in which it
unfolds is one way of bringing clarity to the concept. While TD coproduction offers a potential, site and
mechanism for social learning, such learning is not inevitable solely on the basis of the convening of
some actors. Both material and nonmaterial elements play an important role in whether and how
social learning may (or may not) transpire, and this is where a social practice lens is helpful for
illuminating such components and their interactions. Through this lens, TD coproduction is seen as a
practice comprised of enmeshed materials, skills and meanings [32]. Materials, for instance, objects,
infrastructures, tools and the body itself, are tangible elements or entities utilized in the practice [32].
Skills, which are learned through doing and stored in the body and as mental routines, consist of
know-how; competences; and ways of feeling, appreciating and doing as well as inherently shared
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notions of what is (and is not) good, normal, acceptable and appropriate [33]. Meanings (and images)
are concepts, constructs or ideas that are shared socially and provide social and symbolic significance
of participation in the practice at any one moment [32]. Meanings hinge on and inform norms,
values and ideologies [34]. Collectively, all three practice elements shape one another as well as the
contexts in which they are used [35,36].

Bathing, cooking and driving are examples of common practices that combine materials, skills and
meanings and that have been given much attention in the social practices literature. Through this
lens, the social is conceptualized as a dense and mutable fabric of entangled practices that perpetually
transform as skills, materials and meanings change. Following this notion, society’s spatial and
temporal rhythms are tied to the emergence, diffusion, decline and disappearance of practices [37].
Conceptualizing TD coproduction efforts in this way, which surfaces their material and cultural
dimensions, offers a system of identifying and interpreting social phenomena [38] that is particularly
valuable in determining the manner in which social learning unfolds.

1.2. Analytical Framework

The analytical framework developed here (Figure 1) offers a coherent conceptualization of social
learning in TD coproduction by applying a social practice lens. It is intended to act as a tool for
illuminating the entangled dimensions of social learning and coproduction such that they may be
enhanced and/or more fully leveraged in service of sustainability-oriented aims. The analytical
framework envisions social learning as in a coevolutionary relationship with coproduction, which is
theorized as a practice combining materials (e.g., stakeholder bodies, meeting spaces, documents and
tools), meanings (e.g., values, norms and rules) and competences (e.g., skills and knowledges) [32].
These elements are acted upon—shaped and even reconstituted—by the dynamic force of social
learning characterized by dialogue, reflexivity and innovation/experimentation. Following Sols,
Wal and Wals [2], this produces emergent properties like trust, commitment and reframing, which
in turn give rise to social learning outcomes of new knowledge, new actions and new relations [2].
Such learning outcomes may then be transferred by networks and taken up in wider social units [28],
representing a potential contribution to sustainability transitions. As discussed in more detail below,
this more nuanced and expansive view of social learning attends to its complex and plural nature while
also integrating other theoretical resources to contribute to a deeper understanding of coproduction
processes that shape and are shaped by it. The analytical framework depicts the elements of social
learning acting through the “practice” of coproduction. A few (non-exhaustive) instances of the ways
in which they interact and coproduce one another are provided in the ovals in Figure 1.

From left to right, Figure 1 shows social learning processes (e.g., reflexivity, dialogue
and experimentation/innovation) mutually shaping and being shaped by a TD coproduction
effort (comprised of materials, meanings and competences), resulting in emergent properties
(e.g., commitment, trust and reframing) that both deepen the coproduction effort as well as lead
to social learning outcomes (e.g., new knowledge, new actions and/or new relations). Networks help
to spread and increase the uptake of learning outcomes in other social units (e.g., organizations,
institutions and societies), ultimately resulting in sustainability impacts.
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Figure 1. Social practice view of social learning in transdisciplinary (TD) coproduction for
sustainability transitions.

1.2.1. Social Learning Processes in TD Coproduction

In the realm of sustainability transitions, social learning processes conceive of individual
learning and interactive learning simultaneously as taking place “in a process of social change
with effects on wider social-ecological systems” [28] (p. 2). In practice, this entails ongoing interaction,
knowledge-sharing, deliberation, dialogue and problem-solving of diverse stakeholders in a trusting
environment that is specifically directed at a resource management, governance or sustainability
challenge in need of collective action [39,40]. Learning is prompted through iterative processes
of dialogue, reflexivity and experimenting with solutions. In supplying the diversity of materials
(actors and meeting spaces), meanings (beliefs and values) and competences (knowledges and skills),
TD coproduction efforts go beyond offering a passive site at which social learning unfolds to actively
supplying the essential ingredients for social learning to transpire. How such elements help to produce
emergent properties that ultimately give way to social learning outcomes is described below.

1.2.2. Emergent Properties: Trust, Commitment and Reframing

One piece that often goes unaccounted for, and offers a rationale for the analytical framework
presented here, is precisely how social learning processes beget social learning outcomes. In this
regard, the Sol et al. [2] conceptualization is useful in that it sees them as being mediated by emergent
properties, which they non-exhaustively identify as trust, commitment and reframing. Trust is a
firm belief in the reliability, ability, strength or truth of someone or the expectation that others will
act in an agreeable way without the need for intervening [41]. Commitment is evidenced by the
degree to which participating actors (individuals and organizations) dedicate resources to achieving
the goals of the project. Time, motivation and money are examples of resources. Reframing features
the emergence of new, shared problem definitions regarding previously ill-defined issues faced by a
relatively heterogeneous group [2]

Through an SPT stance, these dynamic components emerge from, and further shape, encounters
between TD coproduction’s practice dimensions of materials (stakeholders and participants, meeting
spaces and tools), meanings (values, beliefs about the issue area and possible solutions) and competences
(e.g., knowledges about the issue area, experience and skills for collaboration). In decoupling these
properties from individual human agency, the SPT perspective offers a means of tracing their emergence
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between social units, generating a deeper understanding of how social learning arises and effects
change. The outcomes of deepening trust and commitment and ultimately, reframing problems to
produce innovative solutions are described below.

1.2.3. Social Learning Outcomes

Following Beers and van Mierlo [6], social learning outcomes are understood as resulting from
the aforementioned learning processes, here described as created through TD coproduction efforts.
These coalesce around (i) new knowledge (and knowledge products), (ii) new actions and/or behaviours
and (iii) new relationships. Following Kuhn [42], Bloor [43], Latour and Woolgar [44] and Collins [45],
knowledge here is understood as constituted by social practices, that is, socially constructed, and as
such, is emergent, pluralistic, negotiated and coproduced through processes in which practice and
knowledge are not separated [46]. New actions refer to collective approaches to shared challenges
generated by the TD coproduction effort. Through an SPT lens, this entails changes in practices,
which may be constituted as a pathway that unfolds over time across multiple settings and that is
always situated within the evolution of broader social practices and institutions [47]. New relations are
seen as new roles and identities between (new) actors within a TD coproduction effort as well as new
relations that develop beyond such configurations. Through an SPT lens, relations also encompass
the interactions between actions and events and resemble “a kind of chaotic network of habitual and
non-habitual connections, always in flux, always reassembling in different ways” [48] (p. 19).

1.2.4. Network Effects

According to Reed et al. [28], the final criterion for social learning is that learning outcomes become
dispersed via networks within wider social units, ostensibly beyond the original site of learning.
As described in the organizational learning and communities of practice literatures, learning can take
root in brains, bodies, routines, dialogue and symbols [49]. These literatures argue that it may be
possible for social units to learn, whether they be institutions, organizations or communities of practice,
as opposed to large numbers of individuals learning independently [13,50]. The aforementioned
emergent properties of trust, commitment and reframing play important roles in forming and
strengthening networks essential for transferring social learning outcomes to such social units.
Over time, the learning that occurs across networks is thought to have the potential to transform
complex situations [9,51].

1.2.5. Sustainability Impacts

Though discussed in much greater detail elsewhere [52], sustainability impacts in the context of
sustainability interventions or climate actions are conceptualized as early markers of contributions
to sustainability transitions. Such contributions include deep thinking or planning that connects the
outcomes of the process/intervention to co-benefits in multiple sustainability domains’ (e.g., health,
justice, the economy, the environment, etc.) efforts to shift prevailing norms, values, rules or practices
in the direction of sustainability and work on scaling the intervention out or deep.

1.3. Application of Analytical Framework

How this analytical framework might usefully reveal social learning’s plural forms and even
strengthen TD coproduction efforts is discussed in the context of a real-world case: a Toronto-based TD
coproduction effort that took place over 2018–2019. This effort convened researchers from the University
of Toronto, representatives of key funders (The Atmospheric Fund (TAF) and City of Toronto) and
leaders of neighbourhood-scale interventions drawn from the region’s climate action space, many of
which carried out community engagements in their climate actions, campaigns and social change
work. Their aim was to codevelop an evaluation framework that assesses the ongoing processes,
short- to medium-term outcomes and longer and/or deeper sustainability impacts of small-scale
sustainability-oriented interventions. This effort responded to the fact that much assessment of climate
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action and community engagement interventions looks primarily at process issues (e.g., numbers
of participants), and to some extent, at direct and indirect outcomes (e.g., short- to medium-term
results such as reports and changes in organizational or individual behaviour as well as new policies
and programs), but rarely at sustainability impacts (e.g., deeper, long-term results that contribute to
sustainability transitions). By looking at a full suite of results, framework users (e.g., funders like
TAF as well as intervention leaders) get a better sense of the individual and collective impact such
climate interventions are having as well as the progress being made on implementing TransformTO,
the City of Toronto’s climate action plan [53,54]. Such a framework also provides a critical tool for
project managers, who are asked to perform evaluations of their projects but who typically have few
resources and little expertise in doing so.

The result of this TD coproduction effort was a multipronged (assessing projects at different
stages), light-touch (cost-effective and easy to use), utilization-focused [55] (the results are valuable
to intervention leaders as well as just funders) evaluation framework that enables assessment of a
broad suite of results, namely, the processes, outcomes and sustainability impacts, of neighbourhood-
or smaller-scale climate change interventions (see Figure 2). The primary method of evaluation
consisted of a self-evaluation questionnaire, which may have been supplemented with a document
analysis and/or an interview with an intervention affiliate (someone who was aware of the intervention
but was at arm’s length to it). The results of these methods were probing questions, insights and
recommendations customized to the evaluation needs of framework users. The framework also
functions as a knowledge-sharing platform—a mechanism for generating and sharing lessons learned
by projects and facilitating peer-to-peer coaching and learning—in support of a learning community
comprised of people working throughout the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area’s climate action
and community engagement spaces. Although evaluation was the explicit focus of this group,
social learning was deeply embedded in both the process of developing the framework and the
framework itself.

Figure 2. Evaluation framework for neighbourhood-scale climate interventions.

From left to right, Figure 2 displays three evaluative tiers (left column): the first (top row) assesses
ongoing intervention processes (including external community engagement processes and internal
project management processes), the second (middle row) assesses short- to medium-term outcomes of
an intervention and the third (bottom row) assesses contributions to deep or long-term sustainability
impacts. For each tier, principles have been identified (middle column)—drawn from the literature
and from the input of coproducers—that climate action interventions might strive to realize along
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with assessment criteria for intervention leaders to self-evaluate the degree to which those principles
are deemed important and apparent in their interventions, as evidenced by criteria (right column).
Options for adding additional criteria and for stating that a criterion is not relevant are provided in the
survey and interview instruments. Respondents’ answers are checked and additional information is
gleaned through a document analysis and interview with an arm’s-length project affiliate.

2. Materials and Methods

Upon receipt of approval from the University of Toronto Research Ethics Board (Protocol
37210), the following methods were used to codevelop the evaluation framework and also form an
illustrative case for applying the analytical framework described in this paper (all materials, data and
protocols associated with the publication will be made available to readers upon request to the
corresponding author):

(1) Review of defining documents (e.g., websites, funding proposals and interim/final reports) for 12
participating interventions (11 small-scale interventions and 1 funding program) whereby criteria
in each of the evaluative tiers (processes, outcomes and impacts) helped to evaluate the design
and implementation of interventions;

(2) In-depth semi-structured interviews (8 interviews conducted in March–May 2019) in which
a combination of closed- and open-ended questions was posed to project leaders and their
colleagues toward assessing their interventions; and

(3) Focus groups (2 Toronto-based workshops: 20 January 2019 and 6 June 2019, with approximately 15
individuals at each) in which facilitated dialogues helped to identify evaluation objectives, develop
a corresponding evaluation framework and interpret the evaluation results. An unintended
reimagining of the evaluation framework as a platform for a learning community also emerged.

Analysis

The process of data collection and analysis was iterative, meaning all three research instruments
were administered, analyzed and refined at multiple stages through collective input from researchers
and study participants. Data were coded manually using keywords from the analytical framework.

This case is illustrative in that it offers a basis for testing the analytical framework of social learning
and transdisciplinary coproduction independent from the primary aims of the process (developing an
evaluation framework). It reveals the entangled and emergent relationship between TD coproduction
components (materials, meanings and competences) and social learning processes, which, as a result
of their interactions (I), produce emergent properties (EP) and social learning outcomes (SLO).

3. Results

The results of applying the social learning analytical framework are categorized in the following
three tables: materials, meanings and competences (See Tables 1–3). Within each, these codes are used:
I—interactions between social learning processes and SPT elements in TD coproduction, EP—emergent
property of coproduction and SLO—social learning outcome.
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Table 1. Social learning analytical framework results—materials.

Social Learning Processes

Dialogue Reflexivity Experimentation/Innovation

Interactions (I): Dialogue shaped the creation of the
evaluation tool. Tool affords opportunities for dialogue
in evaluation of projects.

I: The meeting space that was used to convene the first
meeting was not conducive to social learning (poor
acoustics, distracting, cold, food order was missed—all
presented barriers to focusing and, ultimately, learning).
The facilitator also presented very different evaluation
terminology, which created confusion. Attempts were
made to modify the material conditions by the
researcher, who recognized they were impeding
learning (an alternative food order was placed,
interceptions in the presentation were made to correct
for misleading direction).

I: Open-ended question format in the evaluation tool re:
sustainability was an experiment in determining
respondents’ preferred means of engaging with
complex notions of sustainability. The results of this
experimental approach drove multiple iterations of the
evaluation tool and recommendations that multiple
formats of the tool be offered to users and be connected
(e.g., digital survey of individual forms basis for
in-person conversation between colleagues).

Emergent Property (EP): Evaluation tool reframed by
participants to operate as a networking and mentorship
platform connecting a learning community.

EP: While the material conditions of this first meeting
impeded the trust participants had in the coproduction
effort and interfered with connections needed for social
learning, it also (inadvertently) prompted reflexivity in
the researcher leading the session to deeply examine
what went wrong, including the (mis)direction given to
the facilitator, which rendered a deeper understanding
of the need for clarity in the proposed evaluation
framework. The differences in evaluation perspectives
prompted the questioning of assumptions about shared
understandings and some slight reframing in the
approach to ensure greater clarity moving forward
(e.g., definitions and example indicators provided).

EP: Experimenting in this way opened up opportunities
for offering multiple blended evaluative formats and
interpretation components (in-person conversations,
online surveys), a reframing of the original conception
of the evaluation tool.

Social Learning Outcome (SLO): The learning
community (if implemented) will generate a new set of
relations characterized by co-mentorship. It will also
enable the sharing of knowledge across a community of
evaluation framework users to produce new individual
and collective knowledges.

SLO: The disruptive space and confusing facilitation of
the first meeting negated some learning outcomes
(impinged on deep listening and dialogue) but
ultimately generated some creative friction that resulted
in new knowledge and actions to improve clarity of
materials shared with participants.

SLO: Varied preferences for different formats led to the
development of a workbook enabling users to self-select
pieces of value and preferred depth (a set of new
actions). Additionally, the notion of a learning
community supporting mentorship between evaluation
framework users reflects an innovative approach to
evaluation and, if implemented, will entail new actions,
relations and knowledges.
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Table 2. Social learning analytical framework results—meanings.

Social Learning Processes

Dialogue Reflexivity Experimentation/Innovation

I: Diverse meanings of different evaluation terms and
evaluative indicators were uncovered through dialogue.
Participants’ learning expanded as a result and infused
future dialogue with new terminology and richer set
of meanings.

I: Feedback from participants revealed language in first
iterations of evaluation framework was overly
academic, which prompted exploration of positionality
of researcher and corresponding adjustments to
evaluation tool and engagement methods.

I: Experimentation with accessible terminology drove
multiple iterations of the evaluation framework,
which mutually shaped meanings in use in the group.

EP: Ongoing discursive dialogue built trust between
participants and in the process itself. Also cultivated by
researchers’ commitment to continually modify terms
to reflect participants’ preferred terms and embed their
values in evaluation framework.

EP: Incorporating feedback from participants built trust
(between researcher and participants) and commitment
to the participatory process.

EP: Experimentation of this kind made the process
interesting and dynamic,
increasing participant commitment.

SLO: New actions resulted from the dialogue and
competences acting on one another and came in the
form of new evaluative criteria and definitions.

SLO: As trust and commitment grew, opportunities for
new relations (e.g., between participants and beyond
with other potential evaluation framework users) and
actions opened up (e.g., an enduring learning
community or future collaborative work on a typology
of actions).

SLO: The evaluation workbook that resulted from
ongoing iteration of the tool supports a new evaluative
approach (new actions).



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7511 11 of 17

Table 3. Social learning analytical framework results—competences.

Social Learning Processes

Dialogue Reflexivity Experimentation/Innovation

I: Participants’ knowledges (e.g., re: evaluation,
strategies for achieving climate impact) were revealed
and subsequently grew through dialogue. Researchers’
competence with dialogue grew with practice over the
course of the eight-month participatory process.

I: Some participants shared that they had limited
capacity to evaluate their projects and strongly urged
that an evaluation coach be brought on to support
evaluative effort. This challenged assumptions that it
was possible to create a light-touch evaluation tool.

I: Inclusion of participants’ colleagues to build
evaluation experience/capacity through practice with
evaluation tool.

EP: In the course of dialogue, it became apparent that
many of the participants had specific
competences/knowledge sets in areas (e.g., behaviour
change) that shaped the evaluation tool (showed up as
explicit criteria). Grappling with the tension between
individual agency triggered behaviour change,
and social practice views of behaviour change
contributed to the reframing of the evaluation tool to
enable turning on or off sections that are not of
relevance to the user.

EP: Engaging with the assumptions regarding users’
evaluation capacity, commitment to improving
user-friendliness of tool emerged (e.g., a decision tree
was created to help users navigate the evaluation
framework). Reframing the notion of “light-touch” also
occurred whereby an evaluation coach was deemed to
be the most user-friendly (though not most
cost-effective) approach.

EP: Measuring and building capacity through practice
with the evaluation tool highlighted the ways in which
the evaluation approach could embody its own
evaluative criteria, contributing to the reframing of the
evaluation tool as one that promotes learning rather
than measuring accountability. Providing this value
back to framework cocreators also enhanced
commitment to process.

SLO: Sharing knowledge via dialogue and embedding
that knowledge into the evaluation framework built
participant knowledge of evaluation and
recommendations for new actions regarding format and
functionality of the evaluation tool.

SLO: The result was new knowledge (re: capacity
limitations) and recommendations to the funder to
consider hiring an evaluation coach (a new action).

SLO: This contributed to new analytical approaches
(actions and knowledges) exploring embodiment.
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3.1. TD Coproduction Component—Materials

Examples of materials include participant bodies, tools and meeting implements.

3.2. TD Coproduction Component—Meanings

Examples of meanings include language, values and norms.

3.3. TD Coproduction Component—Competences

Examples of competences include skills, knowledges and capacities.

3.4. Interpretation

This analysis illustrates how various forms of social learning (processes and outcomes) unfolded
within a TD coproduction effort, as framed by SPT, which is consistent with social learning’s plural
nature. Further, it highlights the coevolutionary relationship social learning has with TD coproduction,
whereby they continually respond to and are changed by the other. It is too soon to glean network
effects or fully realized contributions to sustainability transitions, but there are some early indications
of both, which are summarized below.

3.4.1. Network Effects

The main output or knowledge product of this TD coproduction effort was an evaluation
framework and supporting guidebook, which is now being utilized by a home retrofit project called
BetterHomesTO, led by the City of Toronto. It may be further taken up by TAF and more broadly by
other funders and projects in need of evaluation support (it is currently under consideration by several
entities). This would represent a network effect whereby the embodied learning in these materials
might shift organizations’ practices, including adjustments to funding programs, project design and
approaches for monitoring and evaluating to better reflect the assessment criteria. Correspondingly,
the evaluation tool was designed to capture users’ feedback on the tool itself and continually iterate
and improve through use to embody network preferences.

Additionally, out of this coproduction effort emerged a desire for a learning community comprised
of evaluation framework users who share their knowledge and mentor one another in support of their
respective climate action and sustainability goals. If this community materializes, it will represent a
strong network effect: a learning collective stimulating learning at and transmitting learning across
multiple learning sites.

3.4.2. Contributions to Sustainability Transitions

The multipronged, light-touch, utilization-focused evaluation tool embeds the perspectives of
participants regarding notions of sustainability transitions. A key part of this perspective entails
a social practice orientation that prompts evaluators to look at the ways in which an intervention
shifts practices (e.g., norms, values, rules and materials). Scalability (out/across/deep) and systems
approaches that connect across sustainability domains and scales were other evaluative areas in the
impacts tier. Surprisingly, despite the small scale of the interventions in the cohort who codeveloped
the evaluation framework, the interviewees expressed deep interest in this most abstract and long-term
level of evaluation, and this was, to some extent, reflected in their plans and actions. Indeed, the desire
to form and join a learning community reflected a desire to magnify and deepen sustainability impacts.
Following the analytical framework developed here, which calls attention to the need for social learning
processes that feature dialogue, reflexivity and innovation as well as coproduction efforts reflecting
as broad a diversity of views, knowledges and experience as possible, the effort to form a learning
community might be enhanced by embedding these elements.
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4. Discussion

This case study illustrates some of the ways that plural forms of social learning (processes and
outcomes) can unfold through a TD coproduction effort, produced through interactions with social
practice elements like diverse materials, meanings and competences. Such elements supply the raw
resources for sense-making, challenging assumptions and producing new collective understandings and
are simultaneously changed by the social learning processes of dialogue, reflexivity and experimentation;
learning is taken up in human bodies (manifest in new practices), learning shifts meanings and learning
foments new skills. Out of the mutual dynamism of this relationship comes the emergent properties of
trust, commitment and reframing, which in turn have the potential to produce social learning outcomes
like new relations, knowledges or actions, which may be taken up in broader social units via network
effects. By creating discursive space for the exploration and deep engagement with contested notions
of sustainability, entwined social learning and TD coproduction efforts operate as a powerful means of
responding to sustainability challenges and conceiving of new pathways for transition.

Understanding that TD coproduction and social learning are in a tightly bound coevolutionary
relationship offers two important insights. The first is that investing in social learning approaches,
such as hiring skilled facilitators, allowing sufficient time for dialogue, thoughtfully prompting
reflexivity and creating opportunities for experimenting with new ideas and learning by doing,
not only supports social learning but also improves the participatory experience for TD coproduction
participants. It does so by carving out space for them to feel heard, to more meaningfully relate
to one another, to learn and grow and to see their ideas come to life. In the case study discussed
here, the continual dialogue between coproduction participants regarding their respective evaluation
capacities, needs and preferences fed an ongoing cycle of iteration (experimentation and innovation) in
both the content (evaluation principles and criteria) and format (question type, online or in-person) of
the evaluation framework. The group provided critical feedback on each framework iteration and
prompted researchers to be reflexive, particularly in terms of using language that reflected practitioner,
rather than academic, preferences. Over the course of the TD coproduction effort, reflexivity drove
an exploration of how the evaluation framework might go beyond measuring a set of evaluation
principles and criteria embodying them. For instance, efforts were made to ensure the framework
not only measured accessibility in interventions being evaluated but was itself accessible by being
cost-free and offered in multiple formats. While learning was occasionally frustrated during this
TD coproduction effort, a result of deficiencies in facilitation and an initially inhospitable meeting
space, these challenges were, for the most part, overcome by coproduction participants seeing their
contributions reflected in the evaluation framework. This helped to grow trust between participants
and commitment to the effort, which allowed for the reframing that saw this framework reimagined as
a platform for a learning community of co-mentors. In short, social learning approaches deepened
the degree of participation in the TD coproduction effort, and that participation in turn deepened the
learning processes and outcomes that occurred.

The other key insight that emerges out of this analytical framework is the value, from a social
learning perspective, of first of all, diversifying the materials, meanings and competences constituting
the TD coproduction effort and secondly, mediating the inevitable conflicts and challenges that arise
with such diversity. One method for ensuring efforts are rich with diverse individuals, ideas and
values and are supported in engaging deeply with the differences such diversity brings is through the
evaluation framework developed in the case described here. This framework offers a set of design
considerations for new interventions and guideposts for existing interventions to steer in the direction
in service of the greater climate or sustainability aims driving the effort. By embedding social learning
approaches like dialogue and reflexivity into the assessment criteria of the evaluation framework
and experimenting with innovative approaches for mentorship and sharing of learning across a
community of framework users, this approach to evaluation helps to operationalize social learning.
Indeed, the potential for a community of practice [56] to enable its members to share and learn through
a series of interactions, “thus reflecting the social nature of human learning” [57], has generated much
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enthusiasm for this prospect amongst project participants, researchers and others in the region’s climate
action and social innovation space. More work is, however, needed to ensure fruitful germination of
this idea and directs future research as discussed below.

In the case study detailed here, the group of coproduction participants held very different
perspectives on evaluation and related terminology as well as had varying competences with evaluation
(a result of participants’ varying experiences in different sectors or settings, including municipal,
nonprofit and academic). This generated some confusion and frustration amongst the group early
on. Yet this tension represented a creative challenge rife with learning potential that ultimately
spurred efforts to not only clarify language but to design the framework with enough flexibility to
accommodate vastly different evaluation needs and competences. The end result is an evaluation tool
that takes multiple material forms (as a relational learning network and in-person and online survey)
and connects evaluation users with different competences, ideas and values in order to enrich learning,
both in the context of their individual interventions and across an entire region’s climate action space.

By embedding the SPT perspective and approaches articulated in the social learning analytical
framework into the evaluation framework, both in terms of the criteria used to assess interventions
and in the evaluation experience itself, a deeper understanding of social learning and social practice
theory—gleaned in part by a learning by doing experience—might be imparted in evaluation users
and help their respective interventions. Evaluation of this kind could become part of the design
considerations for new small-scale sustainability interventions as well as offer important guideposts
for existing interventions, potentially helping them learn and better interpret their practices such that
they may eventually scale their efforts or better realize their climate or sustainability aims.

Future research should also carefully consider how this approach to evaluation might be
implemented in the absence of researchers and within different funding parameters. The cocreation of
the tool was resource-intensive, and its uptake by funders and organizations will require commitment
and resources. However, mentorship across a learning community and open-source technologies
might help to overcome some of the cost burden to ensure this kind of evaluation is accessible and
continually improves.

5. Conclusions

This paper developed an analytical framework for clarifying the notion of social learning,
which reveals its plural forms and teases out its coevolutionary relationship with TD coproduction
efforts for sustainability transitions. A social practice perspective illuminates the material and
nonmaterial dimensions of this relationship. In decoupling these properties from individual human
agency, the SPT perspective affords a means of tracing their emergence in different groups and social
contexts, generating a deeper understanding of how social learning arises and effects change.

This conceptualization of social learning was explored in the context of a real-world
case—a Toronto-based TD coproduction effort that convened leaders of small-scale interventions
working in the region’s climate action space as well as key funders of their efforts and researchers.
Applying the analytical framework to this process demonstrated that the diverse array of practice
elements afforded by the TD coproduction effort helped to both spur and embody social learning while
simultaneously being shaped and reconstituted by social learning.

Building on one of the core insights of this analytical framework—the need to operationalize
social learning and the potential to do so through a novel evaluation approach—informs a future
research agenda investigating how this might best be undertaken in the context of neighbourhood-scale
interventions striving to realize bold sustainability aims.
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