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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, National Forest policy rules and plans have repeatedly mentioned the 

need for agencies to engage in collaborative management to meet forest management objectives. 

Previous research on the theory of collaborative management supports this emphasis and shows 

that collaboration is necessary and effective in addressing ecological challenges, even more so 

when the public is involved. This study examines the Bozeman, Montanaôs College M trail and 

the surrounding area in the Custer Gallatin National Forest. This is a high-use and 

multijurisdictional area, that provides an exemplary case study for grounding theories of 

collaborative management in real-world applications. Through semi-structured interviews with 

16 people involved in the management of the College M area, this research sought to understand 

how land managers currently engage with each other and with the public to make decisions about 

the area. My results revealed the nuances of the challenges and opportunities of collaborative 

management for the College M area. Moreover, my research shows the practical relevance of 

collaborative management while providing recommendations for continued collaborative 

management successes in the College M area and similar settings.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

National Forest policy rules and plans in recent years have repeatedly mentioned the need 

for agencies to engage in collaborative management to meet forest management objectives (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2009; U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest 

Service, 2012). Previous research on the theory of collaborative management has shown that 

collaboration is necessary and effective in meeting management goals (Innes & Booher, 2004; 

Ansel & Gash, 2008; Prokopy & Floress, 2011). However, examining the theory in a 

multijurisdictional and high-use place- like the Custer Gallatin National Forest- could lend it 

more salience and help ground theories of collaborative management in real-world applications.  

A process of participation that involves dynamic, multi-way interactions where all 

partiesðcitizens, government, and stakeholdersð can actively engage in shaping decisions is 

what researchers suggest collaborative management should be (Booher & Innes, 2002; 

Margerum, 2008). Building institutional trust and fostering authentic dialogue among 

stakeholders is crucial for effective collaboration and meaningful public involvement (Innes & 

Booher, 2004). Moreover, public participation should extend beyond mere feedback to encourage 

open and informed exchanges, thereby avoiding tokenism and disempowering the public voice 

(DeôArman, 2020). Trust, clear communication, and inclusive processes are essential for 

successful collaborative management.  

This project utilizes the International Association for Public Participationôs spectrum of 

engagement- a commonly used framework to describe varying levels of public participation 
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(International Association for Public Participation, n.d)- to shed light on the dynamics of 

collaboration and compromise in public land management.   

This research explores the collaboration involved in managing and maintaining the M and 

its associated trail. The College M project ð hereafter referred to as the M project ð is an 

exemplary scenario to examine how trail managers in the area collaborate with each other and 

the public when considering changes, improvements, and alterations to the M and trail. Through 

this analysis, the collaboration involved in managing and maintaining the M and its associated 

trail will be explored, and future implications of the results will be discussed.  

History/ Context 

On a clear day, the M is visible from almost any point in Montanaôs Gallatin Valley. 

Comprised of a mass of white painted rocks, the large white letter lays at a 30-degree slope on 

the southern end of the Bridger Mountain Range. It starkly contrasts its natural surroundingsð

the terrain of the montane forest and the rocky outcroppings on Mount Baldy, one of the tallest 

peaks in the range. Built in 1916 by Montana State University (MSU) students as a celebration of 

the school, the M has since been part of an annual series of incoming student events at the 

university where students have the opportunity to engage in a órock the Mô event each fall, where 

they carry up new rocks and repaint the rocks, dirt, and wood frame, with white paint.   

More than just a letter on a hillside, the M is a popular hiking destination with a trailhead 

that provides access to roughly 135 miles worth of trails in the Bridger Mountain Range ï almost 

all on Forest Service land. Three multi-use and bi-directional main trails originate at one 

trailhead, allowing users to hike the 820-foot ascent as a steep 0.4 climb or more gradual 0.9 or 
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1.32-mile climbs (Stone, 2011). The trailhead is located 4.5 miles from Main Street in Bozeman 

ð a nine-minute drive down Highway 86 ð and is also accessed by a multi-use paved pathway 

that runs from town to the trailhead parking lot. The trail has the heaviest use in the area (USDA, 

2022; Lawson, 2021), and the parking lot is often busy and almost always nearly full. Because of 

its location and ease of access, the M is a popular and high-profile area in the Bozeman 

community and due to the high traffic volume and the slopeôs angle, the trail often needs 

maintenance, as does the M itself, as its rocks are slowly shifting downslope. See Figure 1 for a 

map of the area:  

 

Figure 1 Map of the M trail area and its proximity to Bozeman, MT 
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In the spring of 2022, MSU initiated an effort to reimagine and make improvements to 

the M and the associated trail. A steering committee for the project was created with several 

subcommittees, including one focused on engineering, one on history and subculture, and others 

focused on topics like trails and funding. The appointed subcommittees were tasked with solving 

various issues with both the hillside letter and the surrounding area, including erosion, dog 

waste, invasive weeds, and increased usage of the parking lot. My research is a subset of the 

history and subculture team, which, alongside other efforts in other departments, worked to 

address questions of community connection to place and public perception of land change. This 

research was undertaken through funding from the MSU Research Collaborative Grant Program- 

Nature, Culture, and People: The ñMò as a Lens into the Past, Present, and Future of the Gallatin 

Valley.  

The M is maintained and managed by MSU through the Dean of Studentsô office under a 

recurring ten-year special use permit from the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) (Appendix B). While 

the Forest Service manages the trail and parking lot, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) owns the land where the parking lot sits as well as the first hundred feet or so of the 

trail (Figure 1). A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) facilitates coordination between the 

federal agencies, with volunteer groups like the Gallatin Valley Land Trust (GVLT) and local 

organizations supporting maintenance efforts. Other stakeholders, including the City of 

Bozeman, Gallatin County, and the Montana Department of Transportation (MDT), also help 

maintain access points such as the multi-use path and highway.   

In 2019, the multi-use path from town to the M was developed through a partnership with 

the MDT, City of Bozeman, GVLT, landowners, and local advocacy groups. This two-part 
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project aimed first to build the multi-use trail and an underpass to connect the neighboring 

Drinking Horse Mountain trailhead parking lot, with the second half meant to focus on the 

redesign and construction of a new parking lot at the M trailhead. Unfortunately, the second 

phase- which planned to expand and upgrade the parking lot in addition to adding a second 

underpass and a turning lane off the highway- lost momentum when changes to federal grants 

prevented all parties from being able to sign on at the same time to sustain the project and its 

funding. The path provides access to the trailhead in such a significant way that the area is all 

seen as one big package. Indeed, I consider the multi-use path, the parking lot, and the trailhead, 

together, as part of the M area.  

Research Questions 

My research examines collaborative management in a high-use and multijurisdictional 

recreational area and the various implications this has on the future of the M and its 

management. Because several entities, agencies, and individuals are involved and hold varying 

degrees of ownership in this localized space, the following research questions attempt to 

understand and map how collaboration occurs between management agencies and the public in 

the area. My questions also attempt to analyze the nuances of the challenges and opportunities 

for collaboration in land management practices.  

RQ1: How do trail managers engage in collaboration with each other to make decisions 

about the College M and the associated trail?  

RQ2: How do trail managers engage in collaboration with the public to make decisions 

about the College M and the associated trail? 
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Overview 

Following this introduction, Chapter 2 contains a literature review focusing on 

collaborative management as it relates to the above research questions. Chapter 3 discusses 

methods as they pertain to interview guide development and the data analysis process behind this 

research. Chapter 4 concludes with results and discussion of this research as it pertains to the 

challenges and opportunities of collaborative management in the area. Finally, I summarize the 

key findings of this research with conclusions of major themes and recommendations for how 

they may be applied both in real-world applications and the greater academic discussion of 

collaborative management. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Collaborative Management 

Collaborative management is a multi-party political process that can involve shared 

decision-making, organizational power, and consensus-building. This process typically revolves 

around managing a specific area or set of resources (Bozdaĵ & Ķnam, 2021; Senecah, 2024; 

Margerum, 2011; Berkes, 2009; Ansell & Gash, 2008; Davenport et al., 2007). At its core, 

collaborative management is a cooperative effort involving a network of parties aimed at 

achieving various objectives: enhancing knowledge and value, promoting power sharing, 

facilitating mutual learning, sharing information, and fostering meaningful citizen participation 

within the framework of governance (Hopkinson et al., 2017; Bozdaĵ & Ķnam, 2021; Faehnle & 

Tyrvªinen, 2013; Brisbois & De Lo±, 2016). To this last point, various authors emphasize the 

critical role of public participation in collaborative management. Previous research highlights the 

importance of collaborative management in bringing together public and private stakeholders in 

collective forums with public agencies to foster consensus-oriented decision-making. This 

research contends that a network of stakeholders ensures a successful and inclusive management 

approach (Senecah, 2024; Davenport et al., 2007; Brisbois & De Lo±, 2016).   

Collaboration and Trust Building  

At its essence, collaborative management depends on and builds the coordination and 

flow of trust and information sharing among multiple parties. Collaboration is particularly 

important in engaging a diverse group of participants including public and private citizens, 
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interest groups, and public agencies. Effective collaboration invites these groups to interact with 

each other, fostering two-way communication that bridges learning and action (Innes & Booher, 

2004). Research suggests that the invitation of two-way communication, specifically with private 

citizens and interest group stakeholders, taps into the social capital and information networks of 

a community, furthering the interconnected flow of information and learning, which research 

contends is required for successful collaboration and network development (Mackinnon et al., 

2013; Innes & Booher, 2004; Margerum, 2008; Prokopy & Floress, 2011). Other scholars 

identify trust as a cornerstone of the collaborative process and that it can only be cultivated 

through sustained or repeated interactions between parties (Senecah, 2024; Davenport et al., 

2007).  

Why is Collaboration Good?  

Stakeholders across various sectors recognize the value of collaborative management and 

are actively engaging in it (Bozdaĵ & Ķnam, 2021; Faehnle & Tyrvªinen, 2013; Hopkinson et al., 

2017; Predmore, 2011; Moore & Koontz, 2003). As it relates to ecological challenges, 

collaborative management is especially well-suited because, jurisdictional management 

boundaries do not always align with ecosystem boundaries so crossover is inherent (Floress, 

2018). The importance of collaborative management was formally acknowledged by the Forest 

Service in the 2009 Forest Restoration Act, which in an effort to encourage cross-sector 

collaboration and increase shared responsibility among a diverse spread of economies, mandated 

the use of collaboration in national forest management (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest 

Service, 2009). The need for collaboration in National Forest management was reiterated in the 

2012 Forest Planning Rule, which further emphasized collaboration in forest management. The 
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rule included reasoning for increased collaboration being necessary because successful 

management occurs when planning processes includes and involves those who are affected by 

the outcomes (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2012). When considering real-

world implications of collaborative management, Walker (2007) and Floress (2018) share that 

there is a valuable and desirable convergence between participatory communication amongst 

stakeholders and participation in environmental planning because when people can engage in 

dialogue that educates them on environmental issues, it will inform their decision making, 

establish a sense of ownership, and encourage collaborative action.  

Challenges to Collaboration  

Barriers to collaboration are numerous and frequently include budgetary constraints, lack 

of coordination, and strained relationships between stakeholders and managers, which are often 

exacerbated by conflicting timelines, agendas, and policy requirements (Butler & Koontz, 2005). 

While the intent of collaborative management is to bring groups together in collective forums to 

engage in consensus-driven decision-making, researchers argue that the largest challenge to 

collaboration is that only half of the necessary collaborative network is truly at the table (i.e., the 

public) (Innes & Booher, 2004). Not only do researchers argue that that the public is 

unrepresented in collaborative processes, they also argue that performative measures to include 

the public in true collaboration only worsens the challenges associated with collaborative 

management because public input is often seen as too broad and shallow and as a result is 

frequently overlooked (O'Faircheallaigh, 2010; Olson, 1965).  

Lack of meaningful engagement and free-flowing information sharing between agents 

leads to a lack of trust, and this may be the biggest barrier to collaborative management (Innes & 
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Booher, 2004). The performative levels of engagement- reflected in the lower rungs of Arnsteinôs 

(1969) ladder of participation- only reproduce entrenched power structures and lead to the 

disempowerment of the public (Brisbois & De Lo±, 2016; DeôArman, 2020). When public 

concerns appear secondary to preexisting laws or institutional goals, public trust is lost, and 

collaboration becomes ineffective (Innes & Booher, 2004; DeôArman, 2020; Olson, 1965; 

Brisbois & De Lo±, 2016; Kallis et al., 2009).   

Public Involvement Improves Trust  

Improving how stakeholders are involved  in planning processes, particularly that of the 

publicðcan improve trust and communication (Predmore, 2011), establish a common language 

among managers (Hopkinson et al., 2017), refine the scope of projects (Jung et al., 2015; Faehnle 

& Tyrvainen, 2013; Predmore, 2011) and increase the short- and long-term success of projects 

(Prokopy & Floress, 2011). As it relates to environmental projects, improving stakeholder 

involvement can improve the understanding of local challenges (Mackinnon et al., 2013; Moore 

& Koontz, 2003; Cantrill, 2011), develop management strategies which are tailored to local 

conditions and issues, and significantly contribute to the implementation of ecosystem 

management objectives (Butler & Koontz, 2005).   

Overall, public involvement in collaborative efforts is essential to the ówho, how, and 

whereô of any collaborative process (Ansel & Gash, 2008), and without it, projects will fail to 

address people's needs. Public participation in collaborative management is valuable for long-

term success even if short-term outcomes are lessened or hampered by the process (Prokopy & 

Floress, 2011). To this last point, research emphasizes that even if short-term success of a project 

is not realized, long-term success will still be achieved because a foundation of trust and 
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communication has been built; and trust, as we have come to learn, is the cornerstone of 

successful collaboration (e.g., Prokopy & Floress, 2011).  

Infusing Stakeholder Voice into Collaborative Management  

Public involvement plays an integral role in the development and implementation of land 

use planning (Floress, 2018). Thus, collaborative management that infuses public opinion can 

overcome gaps and obstacles so parties can work towards their shared and individual goals 

(Butler & Koontz, 2005; Prokopy & Floress, 2011; Cantrill, 2011). But how can this be 

achieved?   

Two influential frameworks that have been put forth regarding the different ways the 

public may be involved in a collaborative process are useful in clarifying the varying degrees at 

which public engagement can occur. In 1965, Arnstein  laid out the ladder of public participation. 

Arnstein (1965) highlighted that activities like delegation and partnership on the higher rungs of 

the ladder are more in conjunction with greater citizen power, and activities like consultation and 

informing on the lower rungs are more tokenistic and non-participatory. The spectrum of 

engagement from the IAP2 shows a similar range of ways agencies may involve citizens. This 

framework includes five ólevelsô of engagement where lower levels of engagement have a lower 

influence on a process or decision and higher levels have a greater effect. The lowest level of 

engagement on the IAP2 spectrum is óInformô, where agencies provide the public with 

information; the next level is óConsultô, which is understood as public feedback mechanisms 

where people may provide feedback on plans at a specific point in a process. The third and 

middle level of engagement is identified as óInvolveô, which the creators of the spectrum define 

as agencies working with the public continuously through the process to receive feedback and 
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ensure their needs are met. The next level of engagement on the spectrum is óCollaborateô, where 

agencies work alongside the public to develop solutions and aim to incorporate their preferences 

and recommendations as much as possible. The final level is óEmpowerô, where the final 

decision-making lands in the hands of the public and agencies agree to implement what the 

public decides (International Association for Public Participation, n.d.).  

Davenport et al. (2007) suggests that finding a way to promote and foster institutional 

trust in management processes is necessary and is essential for the collaborative process to thrive 

and meaningfully respond to the voices of the public. Booher and Innes (2002) also stress this 

and emphasize that dialogue among stakeholders is crucial for establishing this trust. Not just 

dialogue, but authentic dialogue ðwhere all participants are allowed to openly and informatively 

discuss their interests and perspectives ðis necessary. Authors claim that public participation 

that is similar to consulting or informing on the IAP2 spectrum, centered solely on the public 

providing feedback to agencies but receiving no feedback back from those agencies, is 

performative and unhelpful in the planning process, thus risking feelings of disempowerment, 

lack of trust, and tokenism among the public, which can doom the process from the outset 

(Arnstein, 1969; DeôArman, 2020; Brisbois & De Lo±, 2016; Innes and Booher, 2004; Olson, 

1965; International Association for Public Participation, n.d.). Participants should be able to 

engage in meaningful two-way communication to justify their opinions and explain their 

reasoning while also receiving feedback from managers about how and why their input was used 

or not, similar to the IAP2 levels of engagement of óInvolveô and óCollaborateô, to avoid the 

pitfalls of one-sided and ineffective collaboration (Booher & Innes, 2002;  Arnstein, 1969; 

International Association for Public Participation, n.d.).   



13 

 

In contrast to a traditional, formal view of participation as a one-way interaction between 

the public and government, a more effective approach sees participation as a multi-way 

interaction where planning and policy professionals can play a key role in a self-organizing 

process of information flow, trust building, equal representation, and meaningful action (Innes & 

Booher, 2004). In this model, citizens, government, and other stakeholders can engage in both 

formal and informal ways to influence governmental action. The importance of building trust and 

establishing effective communication channels, as well as developing collaborative processes 

that foster networks that are infused with public opinion, is repeatedly emphasized as important 

in collaborative management literature.   

In addition to enhanced communication, research suggests that front-loading a process to 

be more collaborative enhances equity and transparency in decision-making (Predmore, 2011; 

Senecah, 2024). Indeed, approaching collaboration early on in projects, has been seen to further 

enhance the success of collaboration, avoiding pitfalls of performative and tokenistic 

participation, which can lead to a lack of trust, feelings of neglect, manipulation, and 

powerlessness by stakeholders (Armstein, 1969; Predmore, 2011). Involving the public early in 

the planning process can enhance public buy-in and allow stakeholders to influence the content 

of plans, thereby achieving more long-term success with context-appropriate solutions 

(Predmore, 2011; Butler & Koontz, 2005; Faehnle & Tyrvªinen, 2013). As planning processes 

improve, management bodies can utilize collaboration to its fullest extent when they start 

examining how and when they can better engage with citizens in land planning and 

implementation processes to create long-term, sustainable management solutions that ñwed local 



14 

 

identities to conservation plans in the context of local community initiativesò (Cantrill, 2011, p. 

80).  
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CHAPTER THREE 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

Interviews 

The first step in understanding the broader system in which the M project exists is to 

examine the current practices, motives, and goals of key management bodies involved in the M 

area. This research was intended to gather baseline data on the extent of collaboration between 

managers and with the public. To address my research questions, I interviewed sixteen people 

who were either identified by MSU as members of a steering committee, had a distinct 

background in working with the M and associated trail due to their job title, or had general 

backgrounds in planning and collaborative management in the Gallatin Valley. This diverse 

group comprises historians, engineers, U.S. Forest Service employees, U.S. Fish & Wildlife 

Service employees, city planners, social scientists, tribal members, and community leaders. 

While not all interviewees are land managers, they were identified as representatives of their 

respective organizations, and their insights are considered when making decisions related to the 

M trail project. Four distinct groups of interviewees were created based on where they work: 

Academic Institutions, Federal Agencies, Local Governments, or Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs). A table of the breakdown of interviewees by organization type can be 

seen below.  
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Table 1 Summary of the number of interviewees, by organization type. 

I used interviews for data collection because interviews can provide perspective on the 

broad structural and organizational aspects while providing details of the nuances of situations or 

scenarios they encounter in this work (Silverman and Patterson, 2015). Interviewees were 

contacted by publicly available email addresses, with one follow-up email and one follow-up 

phone call, if necessary. The interviews, each approximately one hour in length, asked 

participants about their professional connection with the M trail, to what extent they engage in 

inter-agency collaboration to achieve their goals, and how, if at all, they engage with the public 

to do so. I also asked about their personal and professional perceptions of the M, their 

involvement with the trail, and their perceptions of proposed changes and alterations to the trail, 

facilities, and signage (see Appendix A for the interview guide). All interviews were recorded, 

with permission, and transcribed with OtterAI before being uploaded into the NVivo software for 

coding and analysis. Initial interviews commenced in the Summer of 2024 following the 

completion of interview guides and Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (MSU IRB 

#2024-1588-exempt). Interviews and their preliminary analysis were completed by the end of 

Type of Organization Count of Interviewees 

Academic Institution 6 

Federal Agency 3 

Local Government 4 

Non-Governmental Organization 3 

Total Count: 16 
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Fall 2024, and a codebook for analysis was developed concurrently with the analysis (Appendix 

C). 

Analysis 

Each interview transcript was examined line by line to code major trends and themes (see 

Appendix C for the full codebook). Deductive coding was used for collaboration types using the 

framework of the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) Spectrum of Public 

Participation (International Association for Public Participation, n.d)- a commonly used 

framework to describe varying levels of public participation. In a multijurisdictional area, the 

application of the spectrum of engagement, specifically within collaborative management 

contexts, can help shed light on the dynamics of collaboration and compromise in public land 

management. One additional code for ófundingô was added as a type of engagement due to a high 

frequency of interviewees mentioning working together strictly for the purpose of funding. A 

table of the different categories of engagement with example quotes is below: 

Type of Engagement Code Description Example Quote 

Funding At least a part of the relationship is 

dependent on a stream of funding. 

ñOuré funding is restricted by how it comes 

from Congress. So that's why we wouldn't be 

able to have anything if it wasn't for the Forest 

Service maintaining this or GVLT.ò (Federal 

Agency Employee) 

Inform News briefs, informational material 

dispersal. 

ñWhen the project gets into the nitty gritty 

design, the public involvement. And we're 

criticized a lot for this. It's not really 
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involvement, it's public notification. Here's 

what's happening on this projectéò (Local 

Government Employee) 

Consult Developed structures for feedback, 

focus groups. Decisions and plans are 

primarily made by one party. 

ñWe need public feedback. It will help us 

make better, more informed, more effective 

decisions.ò (Federal Agency Employee) 

Involve Volunteers, design charettes, two-way 

communication. Decisions and plans 

are largely made by one party. 

ñWe have a lot of volunteers that do a ton of 

worké they're out clearing trails for us, doing 

maintenance projects when we can. So 

partners are huge.ò  

(Federal Agency Employee) 

Collaborate Shared decision making and ideation 

powers. One party still has superior 

veto power. 

ñIt's pretty difficult to get a (land) easement 

across state land for a nonprofit. It's much 

easier for the countyé. worked in 

collaboration with GVLT to make that 

happen.ò (Local Government Employee) 

Empower Delegated leadership and authority 

amongst multiple parties. Veto power is 

shared. 

ñIt's all National Forest System land. We are 

the responsible entity for managing it. But we 

have delegated some of that authority to 

Montana State University through a special 

use permit.ò (Federal Agency employee) 

Table 2 Summarized list of engagement codes with definitions and example quotes 

An inductive coding process was used to identify challenges and opportunities related to specific 

types of engagement that the interviewees identified. Coding deductively was useful for 

organizing the data and establishing a clear roadmap, while inductive coding helped identify 
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emergent themes within that structure (Linneberg & Korrsgaard, 2019). Before coding was 

completed, an additional researcher reviewed the codebook and added recommendations for 

changes or additional codes. The codebook was then revised and used to fully code two 

interview transcripts which were cross-validated by another researcher to ensure consistency and 

accuracy. Once validated, I applied the finalized codebook to all sixteen transcripts.  

I coded for organization type alongside which types of people or group interviewees engaged 

with.  For example, if a manager mentioned engaging in a óconsultingô type of collaboration, the 

codebook directed the coder to code with whom they engaged in consulting. Using this method 

created a relationship web to visualize the existing relationships and current flow of engagement 

amongst managers. The same method was used for coding how interviewees engaged with the 

public, which were grouped into either óindividualsô (i.e., engaging with the public in general) or 

ógroupsô (i.e., engaging with groups with a specific affiliation like MSU students or other interest 

groups). I created an additional category called óConsiderations and Realitiesô to capture general 

blanket statements about preexisting policies or practices, like land ownership or legal 

jurisdiction, that interviewees mentioned must be considered when contemplating challenges to 

and opportunities for different types of engagement. The following results share the major 

themes that emerged from this process and help describe how managers can identify and 

overcome obstacles to engagement with both other managers and the public.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

I sought to understand how land managers engage with other managers and with the 

public to make decisions about the M and associated trail. Each interviewee was asked 

specifically how they engage with other managers and the public to make decisions regarding the 

M area or part of the trail they work on. 

Conversations with interviewees centered around different events and efforts- multiple 

interviewees talked about past collaborative events, including the development and 

implementation of the multi-use path, as an example of previous success and challenges. Other 

comments from interviewees included broader, sweeping comments about engagement in 

general. Interviewee comments related to the previous multi-use path project were included in 

these results because the proposed second half of the project, which was meant to improve 

further trailhead access, is strikingly similar to the new plans other MSU subcommittees have 

proposed as part of the greater Reimagining the M project. The results that follow contain quotes 

that describe how interviewees have engaged and currently engage in collaboration, who they 

engage with, what challenges they encounter, who they encounter them with, and the 

opportunities they see to improve collaboration efforts with both other managers and the public.  
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Collaboration is Happening  

ñWe regard it as only a good thing - to get to know as many external partners as 

possible.ò (Academic Institution Employee) 

The most common form of engagement interviewees used across all groups was 

ñcollaborateò; every interviewee mentioned that they currently engage or have engaged in 

collaboration with other agencies (see Table 3 below for an overview of who interviewees 

currently engage with and which types of engagement they utilize with each group). This is 

reflected in the various mentions from multiple interviewees when recounting their previous 

involvement in the development and maintenance of the multi-use path, as well as recent 

collaborative weed spraying efforts in the area coordinated between multiple groups. It is 

important to note that multiple interviewees mentioned State Agencies, specifically MDT, when 

talking about past collaboration, but no employees at MDT were available for interviews at the 

time of this research, therefore they are included as a group that other agencies talked about 

engaging with, but not as its own organization type. The most common type of engagement 

interviewees used to engage with the public was ñconsultò, with 14 of the 16 interviewees 

mentioning consulting with the public. ñInvolveò was the second most common form of 

engagement for managers to engage with the public.  
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 Federal Agency n=3 Inform  Consult  Involve Collaborate  Empower  Funding Other 

M
an

ag
em

en
t 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns
 Federal Agency 0 0 3 2 3  2 1 

Academic Institution 0 1 3 2 2  1 1 
Local Government 0 0 2 1 1  0 1 
NGO 0 1 3 3 2  2 1 
State Agency 0 0 0 1 0  0 0 

Other Managers 1 1 1 2 0  0 1 

P
ub

lic
 Individuals 2 3 2 0 0  0 0 

Groups 1 2 3 1 0  0 0 
Other Public 0 2 1 0 0  0 1 

  
     

 
  

 Academic Institution n=6  Inform  Consult  Involve Collaborate  Empower  Funding Other 

M
an

ag
em

en
t 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns
 Federal Agency 1 1 3 4 2  2 0 

Academic Institution 0 1 2 2 1  2 0 
Local Government 0 1 1 2 1  1 0 
NGO 0 0 3 4 1  2 0 
State Agency 0 0 0 1 1  1 0 
Other Managers 0 4 4 3 1  1 0 

P
ub

lic
 Individuals 1 4 2 0 1  1 2 

Groups 0 2 3 0 2  0 0 
Other Public 0 3 3 0 1  0 0 

          

 Local Government n=4 Inform  Consult  Involve Collaborate  Empower  Funding Other 

M
an

ag
em

en
t 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns
 Federal Agency 0 0 1 3 1  1 1 

Academic Institution 0 0 3 4 2  2 1 
Local Government 0 0 3 4 2  1 1 
NGO 1 0 3 4 2  2 1 
State Agency 0 0 1 1 1  1 0 
Other Managers 0 0 0 2 0  2 1 

P
ub

lic
 Individuals 3 4 3 1 0  0 1 

Groups 0 1 4 0 2  1 0 
Other Public 0 0 0 0 1  0 0 

          

 NGO n=3 Inform  Consult  Involve Collaborate  Empower  Funding Other 

M
an

ag
em

en
t 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns
 Federal Agency 1 1 3 2 3  1 1 

Academic Institution 1 0 1 2 2  2 0 
Local Government 1 0 1 2 2  0 1 
NGO 0 0 2 2 3  2 1 
State Agency 0 0 1 1 0  0 0 
Other Managers 0 0 0 0 0  0 0 

P
ub

lic
 Individuals 3 1 2 1 0  1 1 

Groups 1 1 3 2 1  0 1 
Other Public 0 0 0 0 0  0 0 

Table 3 Matrix of engagement used with different organizations and groups, sorted by the four 

categories of interviewee organization type. Each table represents interviewee perspectives from 

each organizational type. The counts in each cell indicate the number of interviewees in each 

organization type (e.g., Local Government, NGO, etc.) who discussed different levels of 

engagement with different management organizations and the public. The closer each cell 

number is to that organizationôs n value, the darker the shade of yellow. n=total number of 

interviewees per organization type.   
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Challenges 

I also sought to understand how satisfied or dissatisfied interviewees were with 

engagement processes and how they might change them. When interviewees were asked about 

their dissatisfaction with current engagement efforts, several themes emerged (visualized in 

Figure 2). The most significant challenge identified was related to collaboration among 

managers. Collaboration, in this context, was defined as a process where two parties share 

brainstorming and decision-making power, but one retains superior veto authority.  

 

Figure 2 Count of interviewees who mentioned specific challenges to each engagement type  

Challenges to Collaboration  

The second most common challenge interviewees mentioned amongst managers was a 

lack of underlying funding and resources, as explained by one NGO employee: 

ñTrails work is getting more complicated than it used to be because land is 

expensive and people are less likely to put trails on their propertyé so public land 
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is also more limited. Public land agencies are also more limited in what they can 

do. Their hands are kind of tied for services. Especially in this region, [public land 

agencies] have so much on their plateò (NGO Employee). 

When it came to engaging with the public, the most frequently mentioned difficulties fell 

under the categories of "other," "consult," and ñinvolve.ò The "other" category for public 

engagement encompassed issues related to time constraints and challenges in relationship-

building.  

ñTime is the most limiting factor, and relationships take time, you know. And 

sometimes it's not just something that you can be a quick phone call overnighté in 

order to really to get to a positive end result for the greater good, it's going to take 

timeò (Federal Agency Employee) 

When asked about specific challenges to collaboration between managers, the Montana 

Department of Transportation (MDT) was identified by some interviewees as the hardest group 

to collaborate with. This was because MDT was seen as the one party that could not match the 

funding required for the road portion of the second phase of the multi-use path project, and thus 

was the reason the project did not receive federal funding. Other identified challenges to 

collaboration by interviewees spanned a variety of reasons, with most related to collaborative 

roles, resources, and communication, as described next.  

Roles 

Historically, organizations in the Bozeman area have worked together based on a division 

of labor, with each organization contributing according to its strengths and roles. Interviewees 

shared that, from their perspective, GVLT provides fundraising and public relations expertise, the 

Forest Service manages permissions and project direction, MSU offers energy and human power, 

and the City of Bozeman contributes technical planning expertise. When each organization 
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adheres to its role and area of expertise, interviewees shared that the collaborative process runs 

more efficiently.  

ñThe Forest Service might not have enough people to handle that, right? They might 

be short on their human resource componenté. And then you have the city, which 

already has a small staff, and you have MSU, which is really focused on academics 

and research.ò (Local Government Employee) 

Many of the interviewees who identified challenges to collaboration mentioned how the 

roles organizations play in the collaboration process can help or hurt collaboration. For example, 

one interviewee said, when talking about the value in and complexities involved in sharing the 

history of the M,  

ñé the Forest Service is a land manager. They're not a communicator; they're not 

going to tell that story. Itôs not their job. They don't have the capacity.ò (NGO 

Employee) 

However, they continued that with help from other partners, more aspirational goals can be 

achieved and gaps filled in:   

ñIf MSU can play a role in telling the tradition and the story, to not only their 

students but to the community, I think it would be really well embraced.ò (NGO 

Employee).  

This sentiment regarding utilizing each organization's strengths was echoed by another 

interviewee when talking about the previous acquisition of land easements along the multi-use 

path during its development:  

ñThose of us working on it from the City and from WTI [Western Transportation 

Institute], MSU, I think, hoped that GVLT would have been involved in the land 

acquisition portion of the path. It didn't go as smoothly as some of us feel it might 

have if GVLT had been the one working with the one particular property owner.ò 

(Local Government Employee) 
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Communication 

Communication challenges in collaborative management between managers were 

consistently highlighted by interviewees, who identified difficulties related to contacting and 

engaging with other land managers. Some interviewees pointed to communication barriers with 

specific organizations, while others made broader claims. For example, one interviewee, when 

talking about MSU, remarked, "Who would we engage with?" (Local Government Employee), 

while a federal employee, when speaking more broadly about engagement, said that they only 

hear things from certain groups.  

Engaging MSU Faculty, Staff and Students 

A key struggle mentioned by some of the interviewees was gaining access to MSU 

employees with whom to work and engage. When making broad statements about working with 

MSU employees on a variety of projects, land planning or otherwise, interviewees shared how 

they struggled to find the right point of contact for collaboration within the university. In other 

cases, interviewees could contact professors for specific projects, but harnessing the full power 

and resources of the institution was never realized because they were only able to work with that 

one person. This message was reflected by another local government employee who emphasized 

that while there is great potential for collaboration with MSU, it is difficult because the 

ñ...professors on a one-to-one basis in the departments, they're all super engaged, but not as an 

organization and their operationsò (Local Government Employee).  

The university's complex structure and multiple departments often hindered 

collaboration. One local government employee noted, ñWho would we engage with at MSU?... 

who to reach out to for different things is a little bit more challenging to figure out... there's a 
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disconnect there about knowing who and howò (Local Government Employee). The broader 

institutional engagement required for large-scale projects, they claimed, is hindered by 

departmental communication silos within the university. Individual faculty members may be 

engaged, but this interview data suggests systemic coordination among departments and outreach 

remains lacking.  

Despite challenges in inter-university coordination, one interviewee noted that the Forest 

Service has made strides in engaging MSU students by tabling at events like Catapalooza- a two-

day engagement fair on campus for freshmen to learn about campus clubs or job opportunities. 

However, other interviewees felt MSU could improve outreach efforts by proactively connecting 

with managers rather than waiting for them to initiate contact, especially since many reported 

struggling to identify the correct contacts. Overall, my results suggest unclear communication 

and a lack of engagement among agencies can lead to fragmented and ineffective collaboration.  

However, communication problems extend beyond collaborations with MSU. As one 

federal agency employee said,  

ñI don't hear anything unless the Forest Service reaches out or GVLT, but I don't 

know what's going on, or when we should be involvedé. I know we're not going 

to contribute to everything, but we might be missing opportunities and vice versa.ò 

(Federal Agency Employee).   

Public Engagement/ Feedback 

The importance of clear communication to ensure that all relevant stakeholders are 

informed and included in discussions was a message shared broadly by most interviewees. This 

sentiment was discussed not just when talking about other land managers but about the public as 

well. When asked how they engage with the public and if they are satisfied or dissatisfied with 

the process, interviewees shared what they see as the pros and cons of public engagement. On the 
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one hand, engagement is largely seen as a positive thing because, as one local government 

employee shared,  

ñ...there's reasons to engage the public. Do we expect that they're going to have the 

solutionsé. probably not, but that being said, there's always a reason to ask it 

because there may be a viewpoint you didn't know before.ò (Local Government 

Employee).  

On the other hand, achieving diverse public input while also managing conflicting opinions, can 

make the process difficult because:  

ñYou have one user group that wants A and the other user group wants Z. And 

neither one of them is wrong.ò (Federal Agency Employee) 

My results indicate the difficulty of achieving inclusive, representative public 

participation stems from two main struggles. First, interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with 

how to contact members of the public. Multiple interviewees shared constant critiques they 

receive from the public about reaching people across multiple communication channels and 

missing others ï managers may put something on Facebook but not on Instagram, or they put it 

on multiple social media platforms, but they did not put it in the newspaper, overlooking the 

subset of the population who only reads the newspaper. In addition to access, interviewees faced 

challenges ensuring that public participation represents a broad, diverse cross-section of the 

community. Several interviewees expressed concern that engagement often favors those with the 

time and resources to participate, leaving out less privileged groups who may have important 

information to contribute.  

ñYou tend to get the group of people who are constant, who are those who have a 

lot of time and interest and energy to be involved in public engagementé. It's a 

small amount of the population and, and I will be blunt, it's also a privileged portion 

of our population.... you shouldn't say, óI'm not listening to you because you're too 

privilegedô éit's not that their voice doesn't matter... It does. It just matters, the 

same as the 50,000 other people that live here that we don't hear from.ò (Local 

Government Employee). 
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Multiple interviewees mentioned the value of differing perspectives of various land users. 

They stressed the necessity of involving multiple parties in addressing planning decisions, as 

various stakeholders bring important considerations to the table. They shared that by fostering 

cooperation and transparent dialogue between agencies and the public, land managers can better 

navigate the complexity of competing interests.  

Managing Expectations- Trade-Offs and Compromises 

ñEveryone has different views. Everyone wants us to do something, but then when 

we do, they get upset with what we're doing, or how we're doing it, or where we're 

doing it. We can't please everyone.ò (Federal Agency Employee) 

The concept of trade-offs was introduced by multiple interviewees, who shared that while 

there are competing desires, not all can be addressed simultaneously. Once public input is 

received, land managers must navigate the inherent difficulties of balancing differing viewpoints. 

One local government employee pointed out that during public meetings, there is often an 

expectation by members of the public that all their concerns will be addressed. 

ñIf I'm just the public and I'm coming to a meeting- I expect, I just naturally, 

humanly expect that whatever I ask for is going to happen. That isn't going to 

happen.... And in other cases, it has to just happen because it's life and safety 

issuesé it's good and it's bad. It can be really nasty; it can be really amazing. And 

then sometimes it's just in the middle, and that's where you really get things done. 

Everyone has to compromise.ò (Local Government Employee) 

This expectation that any problem will be solved at any time in the planning process 

underscores the challenge of managing public expectations as a project progresses. When asked 

how they might address such challenges, interviewees suggested that a more structured, 

transparent approach to engagement is necessary to involve and balance diverse viewpoints. 

Additionally, interviewees spoke about setting clear expectations early in the process to help 
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ensure a manageable flow of input with minimal confusion, and feedback can be collected that is 

both actionable and meaningful. 

ñAny project that is public facing is difficult because you have so many opinions, 

and everybody's opinion is right for them. It's their perspective and é there are a 

lot of tradeoffs. Thatôs the other part... Being clear and pointing out the tradeoffs. 

Okay, we hear that this is what you want. Here's what these folks want. Do you see 

that you can't do both?ô And both are very valid.ò (Local Government Employee) 

The inherent tensions that arise in the public process between ideal outcomes and 

practical limitations were a recurring theme in interviews and, as indicated, compromises 

between the two are necessary. One local government employee suggested that these challenges 

can be abated by:  

ñ...being extremely clear about what we're looking for input on and what we're not, 

and why we're not, right and, not to put that stake in the ground and never move it, 

but to come out with a community engagement plan that says, óhere's what we're 

looking for, here's when you can engage and where you can engage in and here's 

how we're going to use that informationô  And then the other part is looping back 

around and saying, óhere's what we heard, and here's how it impacted the project.ôò 

(Local Government Employee).  

This sentiment was echoed by a federal agency employee who, when talking about how 

to best approach the challenge of managing tradeoffs between groups, said that they bring their 

differing groups together to work together to build consensus: 

ñA lot of them don't agree with each other on lots of things... we want you all to 

come help us figure out how to move forward with this. Ultimately, it's still our 

decision, and we're going to meet our purpose of need, but we want you all to be 

together trying to understand trade-offs and pros and cons...ò (Federal Agency 

Employee) 

My results suggest that it is through compromise that projects can move forward. 

Additionally, the delicate balance managers must strike in managing public expectations is 

between ensuring that feedback is appropriately formatted and received throughout the project 

while also preparing the public for the inevitable trade-offs and compromises inherent in the 
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planning process. One local government employee shared that receiving public feedback earlier 

in the planning process is helpful because ñ...you're looking for general themes, general areas of 

concern, or whatever that you're trying to address through this project, and kind of validation of 

some notions you might have about what those are.ò (Local Government Employee) and 

receiving feedback later is less helpful. When broad feedback becomes less valuable, it is 

because a general theme wasnôt identified as of high enough importance. They continued to 

share: ñéas the project progresses, you're generally looking for more specific, targeted 

feedback...ò. Thus, this person suggested decision-makers should continue to ask for public 

comment and feedback, but in a different form and at a different point in the project.  

Overall, the challenges of how and when to receive public feedback are difficult for all 

managers because, like one federal agency employee said,  

ñ...we are managing this landscape for the greater good of ecological function and 

resiliency, at the same time balancing it for customer service with our community. 

For the public users that do use it, who own it - this is their public land. It's that 

holistic kind of umbrella approach of managing public lands. It's challenging at 

times because you have one user group that wants A and the other user group wants 

Z. And neither one of them are wrong.... They have their own goals and objectives. 

And then, as a public land manageré we're trying to find that common groundé 

to provide some response to our interest groups, while still managing the 

landscape.ò (Federal Agency Employee) 
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Opportunities 

Though difficulties were discussed, more interviewees expressed optimism about 

opportunities for further collaboration with other managers and with the public on every level of 

the spectrum of engagement than those who indicated challenges. A table of the dispersal of 

opportunities along the spectrum of engagement can be seen below.  

 

Figure 3 Count of interviewees who mentioned opportunities for each engagement type  

Interviewees frequently mentioned the desire for opportunities to facilitate more 

manager-to-manager engagement as well as manager-to-public engagement. Most interviewees 

started getting excited when talking about specific ways to engage with the public, particularly 

through the óinvolveô and óconsultô areas of the engagement spectrum. One interviewee shared 

that, ñ...this kind of project [the Mô project] has a lot of different entry points for peopleé where 

people can feel like they can have a buy-in in a place.ò (Academic Institution Employee). They 

went on to share,  
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ñ...I find that when people recognize that we have a big table and there's a lot of 

chairs around the table, they're very open to having people come in and sit 

there...letting organizations and people know that the opportunities are there and 

that it is a collaborative effort and for organizations and individuals, it's a good 

opportunity to work in consort toward a common goal.ò (Academic Institution 

Employee).  

Opportunities to Collaborate with Managers 

Most intervieweesô sentiment was that collaboration amongst managers can only be seen 

as a good thing. Because so many agencies are stressed for time, money, or resources, 

interviewees suggested allowing other agencies and stakeholders to share brainstorming and 

decision-making powers to lessen the burden on any one organization. The M project was 

identified by multiple interviewees as an opportunity for MSU to ñ...invite the community to the 

things they're already doing, or to share the history a little bit more widely.ò (NGO Employee). 

Opportunities to Involve and Consult with Managers 

Almost half of interviewees mentioned opportunities to increase and improve 

involvement among agencies. Interviewees expressed that the value of institutional involvement, 

specifically with MSU and GVLT, would help projects gain broader legitimacy and resources, 

which could contribute to the M projectôs prioritization and success. As one NGO employee said,  

ñI think the Forest Service is like, someone like GVLT should step up and do it. So, 

I get excited when I hearé all these leaders at MSU going ówe're really excited 

about this M project,ô right?ò (NGO Employee). 

Consult 

In addition to increased involvement, interviewees saw increased consultation as another 

valuable opportunity for engagement. One interviewee shared that managers could create a more 

robust development and management plan when they ñ...engage the constituents and the people 
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impacted by that project, and solicit their opinions or their concerns, and then the best design 

project is one that best reflects those concerns.ò (Academic Institution Employee) This 

sentiment was reflected by another MSU employee who shared: 

ñWe should be gathering community feedback. Let's make sure we know where the 

hot spots are, so that we don't have to go through challenging public moments where 

people are upset. We should be able to ask folks to tell us about your concerns ahead 

of timeé so we know what's coming.ò (Academic Institution Employee). 

In addition to receiving feedback on broad sweeping project objectives, interviewees 

expressed that consulting with a broader swath of the public can create a more representative and 

sensitive plan that respects as many perspectives as possible, especially that of the indigenous 

peoples who reside in the Gallatin Valley. 

ñI would hope, that through this process, that we recognize that there are multiple 

perspectives and multiple stories and that it's easy to ignore one in the excitement 

of the other. But we also like to remind people that the native presence in the valley 

is contemporary as well as in the past.. And so that gives us, I think, an opportunity 

to meet with a number of different constituentsé one could name a number of 

different agencies and groups that might find a place in the discussions.ò (Academic 

Institution Employee). 

Different voices, these interviewees shared, as well as different types of engagement, are 

important for the M projectôs success. As it pertained to student voice, one academic institution 

employee stated,  

ñ...it is important to have the students come up with those kinds of things, and at 

some point in time, we have to turn it over to professionals.ò (Academic Institution 

Employee).  

Empowering Agencies to Improve Public Engagement 

When asked how they currently engage with other managers and the public to manage the 

M, interviewees frequently mentioned that the empowerment of various agencies and 
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organizations is crucial to generate the momentum of public involvement. The 

interconnectedness of institutional leadership and community support, as it relates to the success 

of projects, became apparent the more interviewees talked about how agencies can play a role in 

owning the ability to engage with their stakeholder bases.   

ñI think having MSU have some ownership over that site is amazing and super 

special. I think MSU does a good job, and will continue to do a good job of trying 

to be part of the community and bridge those gaps between Bozeman and campus, 

and there's no better example of that than the M. When people learn about the 

history of a place, it connects them to place. And when people are connected to a 

place, they take care of the place. So, building that story and that connection will 

make people treat that place better, that trail better.ò (NGO Employee). 

This sentiment was echoed by others who highlighted the critical role of community 

support and institutional collaboration in moving projects forward: 

ñThe more partnership, community support, and engagement we get will help 

prioritize and elevate the importance of trying to get this project done. So, I think 

the community engagement and the support with MSU is super helpful.ò (Federal 

Agency Employee). 

These perspectives underscore the value of building partnerships and creating a shared 

sense of ownership and responsibility, which not only strengthens community ties but also 

ensures long-term success and care of the project. 

Involve 

ñWe're going to be more intentional, moving forward, on how we engage and what 

kind of groups we engage. We want to provide an opportunity for people to 

volunteer.ò (NGO Employee). 

Increased public involvement was mentioned as a crucial engagement opportunity 

between land managers and the public. I coded involvement as any time an interviewee 

discussed óvolunteer opportunitiesô or ótwo-way communicationô. Many interviewees saw the 
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MSU student body as a large group of potential volunteers that MSU administrators could tap 

into. GVLT was also identified by interviewees as having leverage, as this organization has the 

power and reach to acquire and harness a strong volunteer body. Because some of the challenges 

interviewees identified with involvement were due to a shortage of available workers, it makes 

sense that opportunities to engage further would be focused on getting more bodies on the trail to 

engage and involve with each other and the landscape, in a more meaningful way. For example: 

ñThe hope would be that the more students get involved, they develop a sense of 

place, but also become invested somewhere; put a little time and energy in, see what 

the impacts of recreation are and can be in the problems they create. And then that 

can help inform their recreational decisions in the future.ò (Federal Agency 

Employee) 

When talking about further agency collaboration and involvement, a local government employee 

proposed how different organizations could begin to do this:  

ñ...if you guys [MSU] could partner with other organizations to spread the burden... 

having some community events would be really fun, because right now I don't see 

that happening as much as it should, and we could take more of a community stake 

in it.ò (Local Government Employee). 

Overall, interviewees discussed the need for greater engagement among managers and 

with the public to ensure the success of the M project. Many interviewees highlighted that 

empowering agencies and organizations can help share the workload and bring broader 

legitimacy to the project. Capitalizing on the opportunities for manager-to-manager collaboration 

was seen as essential, especially given the resource constraints many agencies face. Public 

engagement, through involvement and consulting, was also seen as critical, with MSU and 

GVLT identified as key players in mobilizing community involvement. Interviewees emphasized 

that consulting with the community, particularly with underrepresented groups, ensures that 
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multiple perspectives are considered, helping to create more inclusive and effective plans. 

Ultimately, my data suggest the success of the M hinges on leveraging the right types of 

engagement at the right times and balancing community involvement with expert input to ensure 

the project accurately reflects community perspective and organizational goals. 

The Reality Filter ï Where the Ultimate Decision Lands  

ñIf it is a Forest Service project on Forest Service land, (National Forest land), it is 

ultimately a Forest Service decision. And so yes, we'll collaborate with a group, and 

we'll seek feedback from that group, and we'll bounce ideas off with that local 

group. But at the end of the day, it's our decision.ò (Federal Agency Employee). 

For the structure of the College M, MSU is on the hook, as long as they maintain some 

design criteria which is outlined in their special use permit with the Forest Service (Appendix B). 

For every other change regarding the trail, trailhead, or parking lot, the ultimate decision-making 

authority lies with the Forest Service. Because of the hierarchy of ownership in the area, 

interviewees shared that MSU can be invited to make decisions and share decision-making 

power, but ultimately, the land the project sits on is still owned by the federal government and:  

ñ...there are certain things I can't just, wave my wand and make happen. And also 

we have to, filter through, is that practical? Is there a reason? What's the purpose 

and need? Why are we doing this? And then you start looking at the effects. And 

then you, go into some level of NEPA [National Environmental Policy Act], 

whatever that might be.ò (Federal Agency Employee).  

Ultimately, any decision made on public land is subject to the Forest Services' ability to manage 

it: 

ñit really just comes down to prioritization of our capacity and whether we have the 

time and the money and the resourcesò (Federal Agency Employee). 
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Regardless of the political structure, balancing the unpredictable and uncontrollable 

nature of humans means that managers must also strike a balance and compromise on the issues 

they see as dominating the area. When talking about the potential of closing certain paths in the 

area to reduce erosion and improve trail quality, one interviewee shared:  

ñGuess what's going to happen? Everybody's just going to give us the double 

middle finger and do it anywayséI don't think that's anybody's fault.  The Forest 

Service, with the resources they have, have zero ability to manage that. Even if they 

had all the staff in the world, they would have to have somebody there all the time, 

and they would face a massive public backlash. I guess I see the writing on the wall 

there, and I know they're doing their best, and I think they're doing a good job for 

what they have going on.ò (Academic Institution Employee). 

This quote starts to hint at a greater theme many interviewees saw ï that sometimes 

managers face challenges they have no control over. Even if managers know what an area needs 

to thrive from both a people and environmental perspective, if they donôt have the people power 

to implement their vision, their ideas for improvement remain just that ï ideas. My results 

suggest that practical limitations make collaboration inherently tied to compromise, and true 

collaboration always takes time.  

Despite the challenges, opportunities are abundant, particularly due to the region's and 

people's recreation preferences. Sentiments about the collaboration of the M area and land in 

general were positive. Most interviewees mentioned, when pressed about what they think they 

can do better in terms of collaboration, they can always do more. However, overall, they are 

doing the best with the resources they have, and they are proud of the work they have achieved 

thus far, despite their limited capacities. These feelings were best summed up by one federal 

agency employee:  
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ñWe're really fortunate. We have an incredible community..., because they get to 

enjoy public access. They enjoy recreation, whether it's skiing or hunting, camping, 

hiking- You name it. We have just about every form of recreation around the 

Bozeman Ranger District, and so we have a really engaged community, and we had 

a lot of support with that community....we want people to give us calls. We want 

people to work with us. We want people to tell us what they're seeing or some of 

their ideas. And it's something we welcome as public servants managing public 

lands. It's the community's public lands. We're here to manage the landscape and 

serve the community. That's part of our mission... It's probably one of the most 

exciting parts of my job from a day-to-day perspective, just managing relationships 

and trying to build relationships and partnerships. In general, yes, we're very 

satisfied. We have some great, great partnerships that are ongoing. We have some 

really great collaborative work that's ongoing. There's always room for 

improvement. There are always things that that we could try to engage more, be 

more inclusive with, but in general, from a day-to-day perspective, I think we do 

well working with our community and building relationships.ò (Federal Agency 

Employee). 

Discussion 

The primary goal of this research was to understand how land managers engage in 

collaboration with each other and with the public to make decisions about the College M and 

associated trail. Through the interview process, challenges to and opportunities for collaboration 

began to emerge. In the following pages, I discuss the implications of these findings, including 

potential collaborative process improvements.  

These results demonstrate that managers recognize the value of public participation and 

strive to utilize it to promote power-sharing (Davenport et al., 2007), share information (Innes & 

Booher, 2004), and encourage citizen participation within structured governance frameworks 

(Bozdag and Inam, 2021).  
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Challenges 

My results show that certain challenges between managers mirrored broader challenges 

described in public engagement literatureðcommunication between managers is often 

fragmented and communication with the public is often insufficiently targeted (O'Faircheallaigh, 

2010). Previous research shows that this disconnect makes it difficult for stakeholders to stay 

informed or contribute meaningfully (Hopkinson et al., 2017). Communication is vital for 

effective collaborative management (Senecah, 2024). My results show that transparent and 

consistent communication, especially early on in a project, work well to abate the challenges of 

communication and coordination, which is another congruence with previous research 

(Predmore, et al. 2011; Senecah, 2024). Issues related to budgeting and resources were also 

common among interviewees, especially when talking about the previous funding efforts related 

to the multi-use path. These findings are consistent with previous literature. For example, Butler 

and Koontz (2005) and Floress (2018) found that budgeting limitations and funding sources were 

a common barrier to success in ecosystem management.  

Most importantly, previous research has shown that mere communication in the form of 

consultation is insufficient in striving for improved collaboration. Previous research shows that 

for communication to be effective and to help the collaborative process, it must be meaningful 

two-way communication where members of the public can justify their opinions, explain their 

reasoning, and receive feedback on why or why not their opinions or solutions are implemented 

(Innes & Booher, 2004; Butler & Koontz, 2005). This process enhances overall project success, 

boosts public buy-in, improves equity and transparency, and improves trust (Butler & Koontz, 

2005). My interviews show that land managers in the M area strive to improve their 
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communication with each other and with the public and that they see the value in meaningful 

dialogue such as inviting conflicting groups to the table to discuss and understand tradeoffs or 

encouraging students to design solutions to problems with the area.  

Building Trust 

Within the greater academic discussion of collaborative management, my results begin to 

point at how the strategies land managers are using around the M area to overcome challenges 

are similar to the strategies posed in previous literature. Moreover, my results show how the 

strategies interviewees use are falling short of what the literature proffers as a solution to these 

challenges. As Innes and Booher (2004) and DeôArman (2020) have found, limited public 

participation leads to a lack of trust, which only further hampers authentic and effective public 

participation. My results show that managers are tasked with navigating a difficult challenge of 

balancing ideal outcomes and practical limitations, but they do not shy away from the challenge. 

Instead, these results show that managers are working to foster an environment of trust and 

collaboration between stakeholders, bringing different interest groups together and inviting them 

to the table to problem-solve together. Inviting the public to engage in meaningful two-way 

communication, like volunteering or design charettes, can help create a sense of place and sense 

of ownership among the public to build further trust (Innes and Booher, 2024; Arnstein, 1969) 

and avoid the pitfalls of tokenistic participation like informing and consulting, which has been 

cautioned against in the past (Olson 1965; Arnstein, 1969). My results show that managers see 

opportunities to engage with the public meaningfully along the spectrum of engagement through 

volunteer efforts and increased two-way communication during public comment periods. Indeed, 

interviewees implied that any future work they do may look toward specific opportunities for 
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public involvement like community-wide cleanup efforts or more frequent meetings between 

managers. These interviewees want to improve ways to involve the public in decision-making 

and problem-solving efforts related to the identified issues of dog waste and trail congestion. 

Where consulting is merely a chance for agencies to hear public opinion, involving is an 

opportunity for two-way communication where agencies can both hear public opinion, and 

provide feedback back to the public on why certain opinions or solutions are preferred over 

others. These interviewees express seeing the value in public involvement and want to engage 

with different members of the public through events like student engagement fairs or community 

volunteer events. 

Infusing Stakeholder Voices  

Finally, my analysis of challenges and opportunities associated with different types of 

engagement amongst land managers and the public would be incomplete without the 

consideration of the underlying political structure of collaborative management and how it can 

both help and hinder collaboration. Previous research has shown that preference for public 

involvement varies by office in the Forest Service (Predmore, 2011), and when public 

stakeholder voices are not meaningfully engaged or valued, the risk of institutional goals 

overshadowing those of the public is high (Walker, 2007; Innes and Booher, 2004). My research 

shows that the Custer Gallatin Ranger District, which the M project sits within, is eager to 

engage with as many people, including other organizations, as much as possible. Much like 

Prokopy and Floress (2011) and Jung et al. (2015) have shown, engagement with other 

organizations broaden organizationsô ability to get work done and prioritize their seemingly 

never-ending list of to-dos. In interviews discussing the roles of various organizations, the Forest 
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Service was characterized as a land manager, GVLT as a volunteer-based organization, and MSU 

as a research institution. When these organizations collaborate, the Forest Service can leverage 

the research expertise of MSU and the volunteer workforce of GVLT to conduct research or 

perform maintenance tasks that would otherwise be beyond their capacity. Not only can engaging 

with the public help overcome these structural barriers, but it can also further improve 

relationships with the public. This is because when the public feels their opinions and voices will 

not be trumped or drowned out by the preexisting power structures, trust grows and network 

pathways strengthen, further improving the collaborative process (Innes and Booher, 2004; 

DeôArman, 2020, Brisbois & De Lo±, 2016; Kallis et al., 2009; Olson, 1965).  

Essentially, these results show that by empowering managers to take ownership in the 

area by organizing events and designing solutions, the public can become more involved. If each 

agency were to lean further into participatory and collaborative processes with the various 

stakeholder groups they work with, they can overcome their identified challenges of 

communication, compromise, and lack of resources, as previous research suggests (Floress, 

2008; Butler & Koontz, 2005; Predmore, 2011). For example, MSU interviewees expressed 

wanting to do more with the College M area and using their student population to plan, design, 

and implement projects. Non-MSU interviewees appear to welcome this opportunity because 

they see MSU as having significant power over their student body, and therefore, having the 

ability to engage in meaningful and transparent dialogue, which both educates and empowers 

their students. From a practical aspect, federal agency interviewees also noted they welcome 

opportunities to share the burden of managing a complex and incredibly busy area because they 

have such a limited capacity to do work. If organizations like GLVT or MSU- who have strong 
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communication networks with their stakeholder groups- want to step in to help offer human 

power, these interviewees see this as a good thing because there is a connection between 

participatory communication and environmental participation (Walker, 2007). Essentially, 

interviewees suggest the more people become involved in and talk about an area, the more they 

will care about and take care of the area, and the more they will want to continue being involved 

in the area and engage with each other in a more meaningful way, which aligns with previous 

research (Cantrill, 2011; Predmore, 2011; Booher & Innes, 2002).    
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Through this semi-structured interview and analysis process, my results show that both 

challenges and opportunities can coexist and that managers in the area have been able to identify 

these challenges and even overcome some. These interviews aimed to answer questions about 

collaborative management at the College M and the surrounding area, understanding both the 

relationships between different management agencies, as well as the relationships between 

managers and the public. Challenges to different types of engagement identified in these 

interviews mirror challenges identified in previous literature. However, more interestingly, 

opportunities identified by interviewees to improve specific types of engagement, share 

similarities with previous research that expresses the need for certain types of engagement such 

as early and meaningful two-way communication. To examine previous research and these 

results side by side, land managers can begin to wed theories of collaborative management with 

their day-to-day practices to achieve on-the-ground results. By doing this, these managers can 

not only overcome obstacles of budgeting, resource limitations, communication problems, and 

competing interests, but also build trust amongst each other and with the public, while 

responding to local needs appropriately.  

However, we are left with lingering questions: How do land managers access more 

people and achieve a truly representative sample of the population to receive feedback from? 

How can public lands be managed effectively to respond to public needs in a way that does not 

tokenize or take up too much time? Whose job is it to organize events where meaningful 

involvement and two-way communication can happen? This research, paired with previous 
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literature, suggests that several identified challenges to collaboration can be improved by 

infusing stakeholder voice into every aspect of the design and implementation process.  

Both Arnsteinôs ladder and the spectrum of engagement include the words ñInformò and 

ñConsultò on the lower órungsô of their ladders, highlighting a very important fact that consulting 

and communicating are not the same thing. Meaningful two-way communication, which many 

authors have discussed before, therefore cannot mean consulting, but rather something more 

involved and more participatory. Previous research has shown that early two-way 

communication is the most effective way to engage with the public meaningfully (Butler & 

Koontz, 2005) and participatory communication increases stakeholder buy-in and encourages 

collaborative action (Walker, 2007).  

Recommendations 

These interviews show, above all else, that if managers can empower other managers and 

share responsibility of the M area, they can share the burden of managing the area and improve 

their ability to engage with their constituent groups meaningfully. Such an approach to sharing 

work according to organizational strengths could have a positive influence to get work done on 

the ground in a way that involves the public and responds to both public and environmental 

needs, while building trust with the public, and enhancing overall project success.  

Each management organization listed in these results brings a unique set of strengths to 

the table- GVLT offers fundraising and public relations expertise, the Forest Service oversees 

permissions and project direction, MSU provides energy and volunteer capacity, and the City of 

Bozeman contributes technical planning expertise. These groups can build stronger relationships 
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with their constituents and deliver more impactful outcomes when they operate within their core 

competencies. Building from this research, I present three recommendations each organization 

could utilize to facilitate a shared work structure for the M area:  

1. Volunteers: MSU could launch a student club that hosts and organizes one to two M-

focused events per year and GLVT could work concurrently to organize volunteer 

efforts within the community, bringing the two groups together.  

2. Technical Assistance: In parallel, the Forest Service and City of Bozeman could 

provide the technical guidance and project oversight needed to align these grassroots 

efforts with broader planning frameworks and legal mandates. 

3. Communication: Regular inter-agency meetings and more internal communication 

will further streamline coordinate and ensure clear and consistent communication 

with the public.  

Ultimately, a well-organized and collaborative approach that centers each partner's 

strengths and keeps the public involved will build trust, facilitate the flow of information, and 

turn shared management into shared success.  

Future research may look towards how these organizations can tap into community 

values and needs more than a narrow look at frequency of trail use. Additionally, a baseline 

understanding of the types of ways the area is used may be beneficial in understanding specific 

trail needs to understand what user groups may be affected by change in different ways. To 

continue to study the M area as a case study for collaborative management in natural areas can 

also inform the greater body of literature on multijurisdictional management of high use 

recreation areas. Continued study could help other areas facing similar challenges understand the 
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challenges and opportunities of collaboration management as recreation demand continues to 

grow and management resources continue to be limited.  
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Opening 

Thank you for talking with me today! We are interested in learning more about how the 

design of the parking lot, signage, trails, and the ñMò can be redesigned to meet the needs of 

MSU students, current and future generations of community members, visitors, and other ñMò 

users. Additionally, we want to hear from you about your perceptions of the trail and your 

organizationôs management goals. Overall, we seek to aid decisions that revolve around 

sustainability of the ñMò and trail, from student engagement and community use, to reducing 

invasive weeds, restoring native vegetation, and ensuring the ñMò and trail are preserved into the 

future.  

Results from these interviews will be shared with you and other members of the project 

to help inform how management may be bolstered and improved upon for this project and those 

that are similar. They may also be published in public reports and peer reviewed publications, 

however, all data will be de-identified.                                

Your participation in this interview is voluntary and your responses are confidential. You 

are welcome to pause or stop the interview at any time. You may also skip any questions you do 

not want to answer, and if you do not know or do not have an answer for a question I ask, you 

can tell me. By proceeding with this interview, you indicate your consent to participate. 

Recording this interview helps me to reduce note taking and focus on your responses. It also 

ensures that I will accurately capture what you say for our reporting using direct quotes. May I 

record?    

[Start recording] 

Connection  
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мΦ How, if at all, do you engage with the College M Trail?  

a. Prompt for more information with their response   

b. How, if at all, are you involved with the Reimagining the M Project initiated by 

MSU? 

c. To what degree do you feel a sense of ownership or responsibility over the trail?  

i. Tell me about why you feel this way (personal/professional)  

Collaboration 

нΦ Regarding the aspects of the óMô trail you work on, how, if at all, do you engage in 

collaboration with other agencies and/or organizations?   

ŀΦ If no, why not? 

оΦ Regarding the aspects of the óMô trail you work on, how, if at all, do you engage with the 

public? 

ŀΦ If no, why not?  

пΦ Are you satisfied with how these aspects are currently managed?  

рΦ How are you dissatisfied?  

a. How, if at all, would you change the process?  

Public engagement  

сΦ How, if at all, have you worked with other trail users/community groups to take care of 

the M?  

тΦ How, if at all, does your organization utilize public input to influence management? (why 

or why not?)  

a. How do you view public input as helpful?    
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b. How do you view public input as unhelpful? 

c. (what is your opinion about the utility of public input in trail management) 

Reimagining the ñMò 

I would like to talk now about the Reimagining the ñMò project specifically. One of the 

goals of the project is to work on updating the trail and infrastructure for transformed uses, a 

larger population, and a new approach to campus traditions, and to deal with invasive weeds in 

some way. 

уΦ  What types of changes would you like to see (and why)? In your opinion, what changes 

would be a no-go (and why)? (prompt from capstone ideas if needed) 

фΦ How, if at all, do you think MSU campus traditions and student engagement with the ñMò 

should change? 

a. How should they stay the same? (prompt with things students do currently) 

млΦ What, if any, historical and/or cultural aspects of the ñMò or ñMò trail that we should be 

aware of that we might want to acknowledge or not change 

Other Trails  

Let's talk about other trails:  

ммΦ Tell me about your connection with trails in Bozeman in general 

a. Any trails in particular? 

b. To what degree do you feel a sense of ownership or responsibility over trails in 

Bozeman?  

i. Tell me about why you feel this way  
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c. How, if at all, do you make decisions about or contribute to trail management 

decisions [related to the trail(s) just mentioned] 

d. How does this differ, if at all, with the M?  

Collaboration (other trails) 

мнΦ Regarding the aspects of the [insert trail name here], how, if at all, do you engage in 

collaboration with other agencies and/or organizations?   

a. If no, why not? 

моΦ Regarding the aspects of the trail you work on, how, if at all, do you engage with the 

public? 

a. If no, why not?  

мпΦ Are you satisfied with how these aspects are currently managed? 

a. Are you dissatisfied? 

b. How, if at all, would you change the process?  

Reflections  

мрΦ Is there any other information you would like to share with me today?  

мсΦ Are there any other people you think I should talk with about the M or other trails in the 

valley?  

Closing 

Thank you so much for talking with me today! I appreciate your time and willingness to 

share your thoughts and perspectives with me about trail management in the Bozeman area. As I 

mentioned, results from these interviews will be shared with you and other members of the 

project. If you have any questions moving forward, please donôt hesitate to contact me at 
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elisecranmer@montana.edu. If you have any questions about the MSU IRB, you may reach out 

to irb@montana.edu. 

  

mailto:elisecranmer@montana.edu
mailto:irb@montana.edu
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APPENDIX B 

U.S. FOREST SERVICE SPECIAL USE PERMIT  
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