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1. Introduction

In all spheres of life, relationships among public and private organizations are built in order
to deal with complex societal problems and to address economic challenges that cannot be dealt
with by single organizations. The world has become interconnected, and many new organizational
forms, such as strategic alliances, public–private partnerships, and networks have seen the light of day
(e.g., Castells 2009). Because of the interdependencies, interorganizational collaboration is essential,
yet working across organizational boundaries is far from simple. It involves a multitude of different
organizations, each having its own interests, perspectives, and identities while also varying in power
and size. Further, the societal problems that are dealt with often are wicked. The complexities are of a
strategic, informational, procedural, yet also of a relational nature as in the end collaborating is a social
activity that involves social systems.

The social and relational side of collaborating across organizational boundaries has been addressed
by authors such as Barbara Gray (Gray 1989; Gray and Purdy 2018), Chris Huxham, and Siv Vangen
(Huxham 1996; Huxham and Vangen 2005). Gray was among the first to introduce the term
“collaboration” in this context, describing the conditions for engaging in collaboration and formulating
which phases can be discerned in interorganizational work and what tasks need to be dealt with in
each of these. Huxham and Vangen wrote about “collaborative advantage” (a very apt term in the
world of management and organization where “competitive advantage” dominates the thinking) and
“collaborative inertia” (making tangible that collaboration can be painfully slow and can even get
stuck). They also described, among other themes, the dynamics of trust building as well as the meaning
and nature of leadership where positional authority is absent (Vangen and Huxham 2003; Huxham
and Vangen 2000).

The innovative research by Gray and Huxham on the social and relational aspects of collaboration
has inspired a lot of research, affecting domains such as public administration, organization theory,
project management, regional development studies, and supply chain management, to name but a few.
Studies are nowadays being conducted on, for example, trust and its development (e.g., Swärd 2016),
on the social and discursive practices in complex collaboration (Van Marrewijk et al. 2016), on joint
sense making (Merkus et al. 2016), on action learning in collaboration (Coghlan and Coughlan 2015),
on the social dynamics during interorganizational gatherings (for example Sharma and Kearins 2011;
Solansky et al. 2014), on the deeper emotional dynamics of such multiparty encounters (Prins 2010),
on collective and collaborative leadership (Ospina and Foldy 2010; Ospina and Saz-Carranza 2010),
and on the effect of intra-organizational dynamics on interorganizational dynamics (Brattström and
Faems 2019). Still, attention to the human and relational side of interorganizational collaboration
is not overwhelming, while a deeper understanding of the relational dynamics seems crucial.
A well-developed psychological perspective seems especially absent.

This special issue focuses on the relational complexities of interorganizational collaboration,
captured by the term dynamics. Dynamics in this context refers to: (a) the social and psychological
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processes (and their emotional foundations) that occur when organizations and their representatives
interact to engage in cross-boundary or collaborative work (e.g., trust and distrust, intergroup
stereotyping and conflict, conflict avoidance, inclusion and exclusion of stakeholders, power dynamics,
leadership emergence)—occurring both within the participating organizations and between these
organizations, as well as (b) the development of these processes over time, in view of external
and internal events and/or as a consequence of deliberate interventions to enhance collaborative
success. Thus, the emphasis is on the quality of experienced human interactions in interorganizational
collaborative processes and the development thereof. The perspective put forward is largely (social
and organizational) psychological and sociological, both in terms of understanding the group and
intergroup processes as well as efforts to intervene to develop collaborative relationships, based on
action research and an organizational development (OD, e.g., Cummings and Worley 1993) approach.

2. Interorganizational Collaboration and Its Dynamics

Interorganizational collaboration refers to the relational processes that emerge when two or more
legally independent organizations engage in when coming together to deal with their interdependencies
regarding a certain problem domain. They (ideally) jointly define the problem and from there arrive at
a joint goal that also serves the interests of the participating organizations. In order to define and realize
such a joint goal, the parties need to work with and capitalize on the diversities that are constituted
by the organizations’ different interests, perspectives, identities, power positions, sectors, and other
differences that are relevant to their jointly defined task (Gray 1989; Gray and Purdy 2018; Huxham
and Vangen 2005; Bouwen and Taillieu 2004; Vansina et al. 1998; Schruijer and Vansina 2008).

Thus, interorganizational collaboration:

- Involves two or more legally independent parties;
- Is a multilevel process, simultaneously taking place at various system levels, namely, among

individuals with their idiosyncratic make-ups and experiences (individual and interindividual
level), individuals who also act as representatives of their respective organizations, having their
own organizational interests (intra-organizational and interorganizational level), who during
their interorganizational meetings make up a temporary group (group level), and all this in a
larger context that influences the interorganizational system and is influenced by it;

- Consists of participating organizations that are interdependent with respect to a particular problem
domain (while all interdependencies are generally not known fully from the start, and neither
is it known from the very beginning who all the stakeholders are, thus participation may shift
over time);

- Implies jointly defining a problem domain and from there developing a joint goal—a goal that
also is expected to serve the stakeholders’ individual interests;

- Is a developmental process where relationships are built, identities and interdependencies are
explored, trust is developed, and a collaborative climate is jointly shaped;

- Occurs without positional authority as the interorganizational system jointly defines and works
towards the collaborative agenda and thus governs itself (while of course roles may be taken up,
such as being a chairperson, yet such roles serve the common purpose);

Organizes itself as it moves from an underorganized state towards a commonly defined goal,
jointly developed collaborative climate, self-governance, mutually explored and accepted roles, and
validated difference.

These characteristics of successfully collaborating across organizational boundaries are difficult to
realize. Collaboration is a complex endeavor, considering the often wicked nature of the issues at hand,
the multiple interdependencies, the number of parties and their differences, and the underorganized
nature of the setting. Working with difference, a key element of collaboration, is far from simple—and
neither is being able to tolerate the complexities and ambiguities involved. The tensions may be very
difficult to contain or to address, and can get played out relationally. Rather than realizing that the
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complexity of the task gives rise to relational tensions, and giving space to ventilate emotions and jointly
working these through, the tensions have a tendency to go underground and from there undermine
the necessary relationship building. Collaboration, although genuinely wanted by stakeholders,
simultaneously invokes conscious and unconscious emotional, relational, and political processes that
pose various challenges to the social system (Gray 1989; Huxham and Vangen 2005; Gould et al. 1999;
Prins 2010; Schruijer and Vansina 2008; Schruijer 2008).

Stresses and concerns that are experienced (although they may not be attended to at the time) evolve
around a number of questions and uncertainties. For example: How can diversity be acknowledged
or embraced when people fear “the other” and seem to universally value commonality? Is it safe to
bring in one’s uniqueness without being rejected or excluded? How can interdependence be accepted
when trust between parties has not been built yet? How can trust be built where it is absent or even
when distrust dominates? How can one be collaborative while also addressing one’s own needs?
How can one become part of the whole while keeping one’s identity? How can one’s role be taken
up without knowing whether one’s point of view will be accepted by the others? Who is the first
party to make a move in a trust building process? Given the ambiguity and complexity, how should
one cope with the unknown, uncertainty, and tentativeness, without feeling lost or overwhelmed and
without succumbing to overorganizing or oversimplifying? How can the felt need or persistent call for
a “strong leader” be resisted? How should one behave when one has little power vis-a-vis the other
parties—be visible with the risk of being rejected, or, stay quiet and risk being overlooked?

These challenges, concerns, and fears come together at the collaboration table, where
representatives meet so as to explore their possibilities to work together. Such representatives
face a difficult task; on the one hand, they need to strike up relationships with the other representatives
and build mutual trust (and manage their own tensions as a result of facing diversity), while on the
other hand they are simultaneously monitored by their constituencies who want to make sure that the
organizational interests are served (and who are not part of trust building or relational development
and thus may not be able to correct the distorted images they have of the other organization(s)).
Such dual conflicts enhance the pressure and anxieties that are felt by the representatives, who have
to work with the complexity and ambiguity, as well as develop a shared goal and a shared strategy.
Thus, collaboration takes place in relation to the other representatives, yet also in relation to one’s
own constituency. The difficulties entailed by working across organizational boundaries become
clear in frequently observed phenomena such as premature closure, dissatisfaction with the process
and outcomes, suboptimal performance, a climate of distrust, stereotyping, scapegoating, win–lose
behavior, positional bargaining, collusion (where any conflict, even constructive conflict, is avoided
(Gray and Schruijer 2010; Schruijer 2018)), and power games (Gray 1989; Schruijer and Vansina 2008).

An illustration of the relational complexities of working across organizational boundaries
is provided by the observations of what happens during a simulation, that has been played for
approximately a hundred times over the last 25 years, as part of open professional development
programs and in-company workshops (Vansina et al. 1998; Schruijer and Vansina 2008; see also Curşeu
and Schruijer 2018, this issue). It is based on real events concerning economic, social, and ecological
challenges in a particular region and involves seven stakeholders. The participants (around 20 to
25 in number), experienced managers and consultants, are eager to learn experientially about the
relational dynamics of working across organizational boundaries. They are distributed over the seven
stakeholders according to their preference and are asked to identify as much as possible with the
interests of the assigned party and try to be themselves (rather than play a role). No assignment is
given—it is up to the participants how they want to spend their time (compete, collaborate, self-isolate,
come to an agreement or not, etc.). The set program caters for two type of meetings: so-called
“visiting”, during which they are allowed to meet but never more than three parties simultaneously,
and “town hall meetings” where all parties can, if they want to, come together in one room where
one representative per party can take a place at a table while the constituency can sit behind him or
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her. The simulation lasts for more than a full day, while the second day is spent jointly reviewing the
dynamics so as to come to an understanding what happened and why.

The group and system dynamics that emerge are generally quite intense and provide for some,
as it is called, “unhappy learning” (Ketchum and Trist 1992). While at the beginning of the review
the participants generally are fairly happy with the outcome and their own performance, these
impressions give way for different and sometimes more confrontational understandings as the joint
review progresses. The joint review, after having stepped out of the “heat”, helps participants to
slowly see the whole system dynamics and their own role in it, to which they seemed blinded during
the simulation.

Some frequent dynamics that can be observed (for more information see Vansina et al. 1998;
Schruijer and Vansina 2008; Schruijer 2015; Curşeu and Schruijer 2020) are the following:

- A win–lose and distrustful climate develops quickly from the start, even before parties have a
chance to meet one another;

- This climate may be played out openly or covertly;
- If this climate is not overcome, it can end in a confrontational power game;
- Alternatively, another (unconscious) dynamic seems to take over, namely one of “pussyfooting”,

in which conflict avoidance seems to have become the overall purpose, providing for a shared
illusion that the participants are collaborating well.

- An interesting dynamic between the public authorities, one of the stakeholders and the other
(private) parties, is that the public authorities almost immediately proclaim themselves to be
the facilitating and chairing party. The other parties almost never question this, or even call for
the public authorities to take a lead. The public authorities mostly truly intend to facilitate the
process, yet halfway, mostly too late, realize they are not interest-free, thus not neutral, and have
transformed into a manager or director of the process.

Other common observations pertain to:

- The failure to come to a joint problem definition;
- Working with vague shared goals only, that seem to resist any attempt at concretization;
- That hardly any process interventions are made during the simulation;
- That if adequate process interventions are made, the dynamics can change.

Comparable dynamics can also be observed in real-life cross-boundary work, as testified by the
many participants of the simulation but also by (action) research conducted in ongoing multiparty
projects (e.g., Gray 1989; Huxham and Vangen 2005; Sharma and Kearins 2011; Solansky et al. 2014;
Gray and Purdy 2018; Schruijer 2020). It is striking that, despite genuine intentions to collaborate
as well as obvious possibilities for parties to add value to one another by collaborating, relational
dynamics are triggered anyhow, which jeopardizes the development of truly collaborative relationships.
If these dynamics are unacknowledged, remain unaddressed, and are ineffectively handled, it will be
very hard for collaboration to be successful. It is therefore necessary, in our networked world, to gain
more understanding of the relational dynamics of interorganizational collaboration and to find ways
to intervene for the better.

Interventions that are carried out from an OD or a systems-psychodynamic perspective have been
developed and are used to stimulate interorganizational collaboration (e.g., Prins 2010; Schruijer 2020).
This literature points to the importance of installing the appropriate conditions that are conducive
for collaboration (such as creating a holding and containing environment and establishing a minimal
structure (Vansina and Vansina-Cobbaert 2008). It also suggests the design and implementation of
various interventions such as creating a transitional space (Amado and Ambrose 2001) during which
stakeholders can become aware of their relational tensions and their behaviors and through joint
review can bring about change (making use for example of multi-stakeholder working conferences),
adopting practices to learn from the collaborative experiences (through joint reflection (Vansina 2005))
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and helping protagonists work with the diversity, complexity, and ambiguity (for example through
process consultation (Schein 1988)).

3. The Special Issue

This special issue consists of seven articles that address the dynamics of collaborating across
organizational boundaries. The authors present research on group and intergroup processes while
collaborating and on dynamics as they evolve over time, whereas one paper reports on interventions
to develop collaborative relationships. The contributions come from Belgium, England, Scotland,
Finland, Romania, and The Netherlands, demonstrating that the dynamics of interorganizational
relationships have captured the (research) interests across Europe. Some deal with cross-sector
relationships, while three papers focus on the care sector. Three articles are written from an action
research perspective, where the researchers engage in research with organizations rather than on
organizations (see also Huzzard et al. 2000). Two papers are based on questionnaire data collected
during simulations. The research approach in these papers is quantitative and seems more “traditional”,
yet the simulations are embedded in a context where there is ample time created for joint sense-making
of the experienced dynamics (and are reported elsewhere). The special issue furthermore contains one
theoretical paper that presents a conceptual framework, developed for empirical and practical ends,
and finally, as mentioned, one paper is written from the perspective of practitioners. The individual
contributions are the following.

The theoretical contribution by Dewulf and Elbers (2018) is a conceptual analysis of power dynamics
in cross-sector partnerships. They argue that partnerships are not a panacea for solving complex issues
as power imbalances are very likely to exist, and as a consequence, low-power parties are likely to be
excluded or not have their interests served. A conceptual framework is developed on power and power
asymmetries and how these affect the processes and outcomes of cross-sector partnerships, using
various disciplinary perspectives (organizational psychology, business and management, governance
literature). A central tenet is that context, namely the interplay of institutional fields and issue fields,
determines what type of power can be exercised in and over cross-sector partnerships. Direct power is
exercised in cross-sector partnerships through the deployment or withholding of resources, drawing
on discursive legitimacy and (subtly) claiming authority, while power is exercised indirectly over
cross-sector partnerships through setting the rules of the game (e.g., with respect to participation,
defining the agenda, decision-making) and thus determining the latitude for within-partnership
outcomes and dynamics (the power to set these rules are determined, again, by resources, discursive
legitimacy, and authority). Dewulf and Elbers hope that their framework is used in empirical research,
as well as by actors to decide whether or not to participate in partnerships.

Craps et al. (2019) present a relational approach to leadership in the context of multi-actor
governance. Their work is based on a relational approach to organizational life (e.g., Hosking 2006)
and on complexity leadership theory that has been developed understanding leadership within
organizations (e.g., Uhl-Bien et al. 2007), leaving the focus on individual leaders and leadership
positions aside. Uhl-Bien’s ideas are worked with to comprehend leadership processes and practices
between organizations. The case presented involves a landfill mining initiative in Belgium, with actors
from government, civil society, business, and the university. The authors focus on the interactions
during meetings and explore how group developmental processes and trust building are aided by
relational leadership practices. They describe how administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership
practices help shape the developmental process. They argue that enabling leadership is central in
coming to a joint understanding and common purpose and point to their own role as action researchers
as they engage in enabling practices (bringing the diverse parties and their viewpoints together,
facilitating an open dialogue, and creating space for reflection).

Cropper and Bor (2018) present a case study of an association of organizations providing pediatric
services in the United Kingdom (general hospitals, specialist hospitals, community service, and primary
care trusts). The authors draw on meta-organization theory (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005) to explore the
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evolution of the membership composition and its effects on the “character” of the association (phrased
as the “compositional dynamics”). The association’s compositional dynamics and their relation to the
institutional environment over the course of 17 years are described, based on the reading of annual
reports. A meta-organization is an association of organizations, different from a network as members are
similar rather than different and hierarchy and boundedness are stronger than in networks. Moreover,
changes of the association are, according to the theory, less a consequence of external events than of
the internal relationships between the member organizations and the meta-organization. The authors’
findings pose some challenges for meta-organization theory as it appears that the composition, at least
in this case, is more diverse (in identity and in activity) than meta-organization theory would expect.
Further, the institutional environment and the association’s internal dynamics were more closely
intertwined than the theory states; the boundaries of the association are more fluid than assumed.
The findings thus contribute to a further development of meta-organization theory.

Hujala and Oksman (2018) report on the emotional dimensions of integrated care, based on the
experiences of care professionals and care managers, working in cross-boundary teams, when delivering
services to clients with multiple complex health and social care problems. Servicing the latter clients
requires collaboration between services in primary health care, specialized health care, and social
care as well as between professions (nurses, doctors, social workers). The article is based on a
large action research project in Finland where complete integration of health and social care is to be
realized in 2021. Adopting an emotional labor perspective (e.g., Mann 2005), the authors reanalyzed
interviews conducted with managers and professionals, as well as problem analyses conducted by the
cross-boundary teams. The main findings are that being a multiple problem client and being a care
professional working with these clients give rise to various emotions and that the emotional burden
increases as a consequence of ineffective cross-boundary collaboration. Further, care professionals
experience difficulties in handling the diverse emotions, leading to avoiding emotions, which can
hinder a deeper engagement with the client so that needed services remain unknown or may lead
to quickly passing the client on to someone else. While the emotional burden may be shared, rules
with respect to how to engage with emotions differ between professions. Finally, the authors noted the
occurrence of power dynamics, stereotyping, and territorial behavior.

Kennedy et al. (2019) also write about the integration of health and social care, but now as it
happens in Scotland and from the perspective of practitioners, who were contracted to support the
process of learning to collaborate across organizational boundaries. The authors describe the principles
underlying their approach, couched in organization development, action research thinking, and system
psychodynamics. Working with 10 health and social care partnerships across Scotland, they aimed
at helping the participants (care professionals and managers) understand how the development of
interorganizational relations affected themselves and their teams and, in turn, how they affected the
wider organizational system. To illustrate their actual way of working in this project, the events
and dynamics within one partnership are described in more detail. Six practices are formulated that
in the authors’ view are helpful in creating the conditions for successful collaboration: suspending
disbelief that “it will not work”, having experienced so many earlier organizational changes; coming
to a shared purpose; developing a sense of accountability to the shared purpose; exploring diversity,
developing relationships, and building trust; designing structures that fit the purpose; leadership that
is courageous and willing to work with the whole system.

Fodor et al. (2018) studied the effect of trust enhancement (creating a positive distinction between
expected trust in one’s own party, compared to expected trust in the other parties) on the expected and
actually experienced stakeholder’s centrality in a multiparty system, using a social network perspective.
To test their prediction (that trust enhancement has a positive effect on centrality) the authors developed
a multiparty task, simulating the decision making of six stakeholders that had one day to reach a
consensus decision on Romanian educational policy. Altogether 239 students participated (54 groups,
distributed over nine runs of the simulation), who took part in a course on learning about group and
intergroup dynamics (these dynamics were reflected upon after the simulation ended). Data were
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collected at four points in time (at the first point perceptions on trustworthiness were tapped, while
in the all other rounds data were collected that allowed for the computation of network centrality).
Analyses show that, indeed, trust enhancement, based on expectations of trustworthiness, predicts the
evolution of network centrality, in a particular sequence. Thus, the authors claim, networks “originate
in minds” and after that are shaped by the emerging relational dynamics.

Curşeu and Schruijer (2018), finally, investigate how relational phenomena within stakeholders
have an impact on the whole multiparty system (consisting of all stakeholders) and vice versa, namely,
how relational phenomena at the whole system level influence the stakeholder level. Predictions were
formulated based on social interdependence theory (Deutsch 1949) and on notions regarding emotional
contagion. They used the very same simulation that was described earlier in this article as the research
context. During the simulation, questionnaires were distributed at various times assessing participants’
perceptions of each stakeholder (their collaborativeness and conflictuality) and their perceptions of
the within-stakeholder relational climate (task conflict and relational conflict). These questionnaire
data were fed back during the review of each simulation so as to aid the joint sense-making. For this
study the questionnaire data of five runs were combined. The occurrence of bottom-up processes was
more strongly supported than of top-down; changes in within-stakeholder task conflict were positively
related to changes in perceived collaborativeness at the multiparty system level, while changes in
within-stakeholder relationship conflict were positively associated with conflictuality at the multiparty
system level. In the reverse direction, relationship conflict at the multiparty level went together with
changes in relationship conflict at the stakeholder level.

These seven articles, despite their differences, also have various elements in common.
This introduction to the special issue started with citing the work of Barbara Gray, Chris Huxham,
and colleagues, who have done pioneering work when it concerns fathoming and developing the
social and relational dynamics of interorganizational relations. Now, having briefly presented the
seven articles that are included, it may already be obvious that they are all indebted to and build on
the ideas developed by Gray and Huxham. All articles, furthermore, address multiple system levels as
the relational dynamics are created and are played out at multiple levels. Disciplinary boundaries
are transcended in most of them, through working with diverse bodies of literature. The importance
of creating “actionable knowledge” (Argyris 1996) transpires through the special issue, given the
role of action research and the importance of reflection, learning and development, even in the more
“traditional” research articles. This special issue shows the complexity and multidimensionality of
the relational dynamics of interorganizational collaboration. It is hoped that it will stimulate further
research and help shape the praxis.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: While cross-sector partnerships are sometimes depicted as a pragmatic problem solving
arrangements devoid of politics and power, they are often characterized by power dynamics.
Asymmetries in power can have a range of undesirable consequences as low-power actors may
be co-opted, ignored, over-ruled, or excluded by dominant parties. As of yet, there has been
relatively little conceptual work on the power strategies that actors in cross-sector partnerships
deploy to shape collective decisions to their own advantage. Insights from across the literatures on
multiparty collaboration, cross-sector partnerships, interactive governance, collaborative governance,
and network governance, are integrated into a theoretical framework for empirically analyzing
power sources (resources, discursive legitimacy, authority) and power strategies (power over and
power in cross-sector partnerships). Three inter-related claims are central to our argument: (1) the
intersection between the issue field addressed in the partnership and an actor’s institutional field
shape the power sources available to an actor; (2) an actor can mobilize these power sources directly
in strategies to achieve power in cross-sector partnerships; and, (3) an actor can also mobilize these
power sources indirectly, through setting the rules of the game, to achieve power over partnerships.
The framework analytically connects power dynamics to their broader institutional setting and allows
for spelling out how sources of power are used in direct and indirect power strategies that steer the
course of cross-sector partnerships. The resulting conceptual framework provides the groundwork
for pursuing new lines of empirical inquiry into power dynamics in cross-sector partnerships.

Keywords: cross-sector partnerships; institutional fields; issue field; collaboration; power sources;
power strategies

1. Introduction

Processes of globalization have resulted in a wide range of societal problems, which, due to their
complexity, can no longer be solved by one actor alone. This new reality requires different kinds of
actors, such as governmental agencies, businesses, and NGOs to work together in what is variously
referred to as cross-sector partnerships (Van Huijstee and Glasbergen 2010; Selsky and Parker 2005),
multiparty collaboration (Gray 1985, 2011; Vangen et al. 2015; Vansina et al. 1998), collaborative
governance (Ansell and Gash 2007; Emerson et al. 2012; Huxham et al. 2000), interactive governance
(Edelenbos 2005; Torfing et al. 2012a), or network governance (Hajer and Versteeg 2005; Koppenjan
and Klijn 2016; Klijn et al. 1995; Provan and Kenis 2007; Sørensen and Torfing 2007).

Cross-sector partnerships have become common practice over the last decades (Gray and
Purdy 2018) and range from formal roundtables aiming for certification processes at the global level
(e.g., Schouten et al. 2012), to informal coordination mechanisms to manage natural resources at the
local level (e.g., Visseren-Hamakers et al. 2010). While cross-sector partnerships are highly diverse in
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terms of design and objectives, they are characterized by collective decision-making in which a plurality
of government, business, and civil society actors are involved (Gray 2007; Selsky and Parker 2005).

Despite evidence that cross-sector partnerships are quite challenging and demanding, once
summarized in the principle “don’t do it unless you have to” (Huxham and Vangen 2005), they
are promoted globally as a ‘magic bullet’ to deal with complex societal problems. Cross-sector
collaboration is often viewed as a straightforward way ‘to get things done’ through consensus-seeking
interaction among relevant and affected actors who share information, authority, and legitimacy
(Torfing et al. 2012a, p. 51). The misguided assumption that by merely putting the right people in
one room, a workable solution for everybody will emerge, leads people to believe that cross-sector
partnerships are power-free processes, in which technical or consensual solutions can be found without
dissent or opposition (Torfing et al. 2012a, p. 68). When promoting the concept, partnership enthusiasts
often argue that, because of the interdependence of actors in solving the complex issue at stake,
cross-sector partnerships will automatically create trust-based relations that result in synergy and
enable the active participation of all. In addition, they are associated with flexibility, innovation, low
transaction costs, and cross-sectoral learning. The call for cross-sector partnerships is strongly voiced
and endorsed by world leaders, governments, and international organizations.

While cross-sector partnerships are sometimes depicted as a pragmatic ‘problem solving’
arrangements devoid of politics and power, they are characterized by power dynamics (Elbers and
Schulpen 2013; Hardy and Phillips 1998; Hendriks 2009; Purdy 2012). Actors in partnerships tend to
differ in terms of their control over resources while their interests are diverse and the stakes are high.
When power relations are so asymmetric that one of the actors can basically impose its will on the
others, one could argue that a partnership approach simply does not apply, and that trying to set up a
partnership in those conditions would be ill-advised because the interdependencies linking the actors
are missing (Gray and Purdy 2018). However, even when interdependencies between all actors form
a good starting point for a cross-sector partnership, dependencies are unlikely to be balanced in all
directions, so power imbalances are almost unavoidable (Purdy 2012). Even in situations with clear
interdependencies between all actors, partnerships run the risk of becoming arenas for conflict and
power struggles (Gray 2004; Purdy 2012).

The power imbalances within cross-sector partnerships are potentially problematic as less
powerful actors run the risk of being ignored, overruled, or excluded. There is a growing concern that
cross-sector partnerships, as instruments for solving complex societal problems, will not live up to
their expectation if power asymmetries are not managed (Purdy 2012). Such asymmetries are said
to undermine effectiveness and reduce the likelihood of synergy, trust, and creativity (Hardy and
Phillips 1998, p. 218). If the voices of some parties are left out, important pieces of information
may be missing from the discussion. More importantly, less powerful actors may be co-opted
or excluded from the decision-making table, while decisions may be biased to those with greater
resources (Gray 2004; Phillips et al. 2000; Purdy 2012). In such cases, the outcomes of the cross-sector
partnerships will not reflect the interests and needs of less powerful actors. Moreover, actors, such
as NGOs or community organizations, risk losing their credibility, as they will be held accountable
for the cross-sector partnership’s outcomes by other actors and by their constituency. Finally, power
asymmetries contrast with the normative ideal of collaborative decision-making where all parties
involved have equal opportunity to voice their concerns.

While power imbalances play a crucial role in shaping the processes and outcomes of cross-sector
partnerships, these issues are often overlooked and they remain generally poorly understood in
the literature (Gray 2004; Hardy and Phillips 1998; Purdy 2012; Torfing et al. 2012b). To our
understanding, the current theoretical literature dealing with cross-sector partnerships is characterized
by at least three limitations: (1) existing frameworks that are proposed for analyzing power within
cross-sector partnerships remain at a high level of abstraction making them less useful for empirical
research; (2) existing studies do not systematically distinguish between direct power strategies (which
produce effects immediately) and indirect power strategies (setting the rules that regulate cross-sector
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partnerships); and, (3) power dynamics tend to be analyzed without considering the institutional
environment in which cross-sector partnerships are embedded. Yet, actors draw upon the institutional
context while exercising power within inter-organizational relations (Phillips et al. 2000, p. 30).

This paper seeks to address the above limitations and aims to contribute to the literature by
offering a theoretical framework for empirically analyzing how power shapes the outcomes of
cross-sector partnerships. Our framework clarifies (1) the nature of the power dynamics within
partnerships (through the lens of actor-based, or episodic power), and (2) how these dynamics are
influenced by the broader institutional environment of institutional fields and issue fields (using a
structural, or systemic, power perspective). Our framework connects the so-called pluralist tradition of
the political sciences, which views the exercise of power as a strategic act initiated by actors to advance
certain interests, with a view of power that resonates with (post-)structuralist theorists (Foucault 1977;
Laclau and Mouffe 1985). The latter tradition emphasizes the power of social structures as opposed to
that of actors through self-regulation and internalized constraints.

Our framework bridges disciplinary boundaries and draws on theoretical work on power from
different disciplines, including organizational psychology, public administration, organizational
science, international relations, and political science. We have built our framework by bringing together
insights from the following related, but parallel, literatures: (1) multiparty collaboration, originating
in organisational psychology studies of conflict and negotiation in inter-organisational relations;
(2) cross-sector partnerships, originating in the business and management literature, with a particular
interest in business-NGO partnerships; and, (3) the governance literature originating in public
administration and political science, emphasizing how governments engage with non-state actors in
interactive, networked, and/or collaborative modes of governance. In building the framework, we rely
on insights on power dynamics from each of these three literatures. The framework results in a number
of guiding analytical questions that are essential for understanding power in cross-sector partnerships.

2. Conceptualizing Power in Cross-Sector Partnerships

Power is a contested concept and in the literature a variety of definitions and approaches can be
found (Bachrach and Baratz 1962; Bourdieu 1989; Castells 2011; Clegg 1989; Dahl 1957; Emerson 1962;
Fairclough 1992; Hayward and Lukes 2008; Pettit 2010). Some define power in terms of having
resources; others focus on the effects it produces. For some theorists, power is intentional, while others
emphasize that power also works unintentionally. For some power is always against the will of others,
while others emphasize the power of persuasion, arguing and the possibility of granting power. Some
theorists situate power at the level of the actor, while others situate power at the level of structure.
Some view power as a zero-sum game (A achieves something at the expense of B), while others relate
to achieving collective outcomes. Overall, there is no agreement in the literature on what power is or
what dimensions it has.

The complexity of the power concept means that any framework that is designed for
empirical analysis must start by situating itself in the literature and offering conceptual clarity.
Our starting point is an understanding of power as “the ability to shape and secure particular
outcomes” (Torfing et al. 2012b, p. 48). Because collective decision-making is at the core of cross-sector
partnerships, power can here be understood more specifically as the ability of individual actors to
influence collective decisions of the partnership to their own advantage, in a variety of different ways.
The addition of “to their own advantage” signals that our focus is on “power over” others, rather
than the more general capacity of “power to” achieve things (Anthony 1984; Gray and Purdy 2018),
the power of working together expressed as “power with” others (Gaventa 2006), or the “power for”
others that goes beyond self-interest, by aiming for balancing power relations or empowering actors
(Huxham and Vangen 2005). In focusing on the ability of individual actors to influence collective
decisions of the partnership to their own advantage, we make a distinction between having power and
exercising power (Nye 1990). Having power refers to the ability that an actor has to get others to act
in line with one’s preferences or interests (Dahl 1957, pp. 202–3). Thus, having power is about being
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able to enforce one’s own intentions, interests, preferences, or will, over those of others, in this case,
in the context of cross-sector partnerships. Exercising power, also referred to as influence, refers to
actors’ actual use of their capacity to get others to change their behavior and thus generate an effect.
This distinction is relevant because there is no one-to-one relationship between having and exercising
power. An actor with a lot of capacity may still have little political influence, while an actor with
seemingly little resources may still be very influential, depending on when and how actors decide to
use their capacities.

Within cross-sector partnerships that are characterized by some degree of institutionalization
(Gray 2004), power refers to the capacity of individuals and groups to influence the outcomes of
collective decision-making processes and to benefit from those decisions (Phillips et al. 2000). It is not
hard to see that power lies at the basis of political inequality within cross-sector partnerships: by being
able to dominate the outcomes of decision-making processes in partnerships, resulting policies and
practices may end up favoring the needs and interests of certain actors at the expense of others. We
will see below that political inequality in cross-sector partnerships also means that not all actors have
equal opportunities to participate in the decision-making in the first place (Nye 1990).

The ability of individual actors to influence collective decisions of the partnership to their own
advantage can take a variety of forms. While emphasis in the partnership literature is often on direct
power that is based on resource dependencies (Emerson 1962; Emery and Trist 1965; Pfeffer and
Salancik 2003; Scharpf 1978), indirect and ideological forms of power are equally important. In the
power literature, a distinction is often made between three different faces of power (Bachrach and
Baratz 1962; Hayward and Lukes 2008; Torfing et al. 2012b), which can be summarized, as follows:
(1) direct power: the ability of actor A, in open conflict with actor B, to make actor B do something that
B would otherwise not have done; (2) indirect power: the ability of actor A to regulate and control the
decision-making agenda, suppressing issues and proposals promoted by actor B; and, (3) ideological
power: the ability of actor A to manipulate actor B’s subjective perception of his or her interests,
thereby avoiding conflicts altogether. The three faces of power are forms of ‘episodic power’ and
capture the ways actors exercise power over other actors (Gray and Purdy 2018; Lawrence 2008).
In this paper, we also take into account the ‘systemic power’ that is ‘exercised’ by structures, which is
sometimes referred to as a fourth face of power (Torfing et al. 2012b) This form of power is embedded
in on-going, taken-for-granted practices and understandings that advantage some groups over others
(Gray and Purdy 2018; Lawrence 2008). The framework that we outline below clarifies how episodic
forms of power are enabled or constrained by systemic power, embedded in institutional fields and
issue fields (Gray and Purdy 2018).

Fundamental to our argument is the conceptualization of power and interactive governance
(Torfing et al. 2012b) that analyzes the relations between interactive governance and the broader
governance context in terms of power in, of, over, and as interactive governance. This relation can be
analyzed in terms of “power in interactive governance” (multi-actor view of power struggles between
actors within an interactive governance arena), but also in terms of “power of interactive governance”
(ability of interactive governance arenas to influence the social and political environment), “power
over interactive governance” (ability of governments and other actors to shape and regulate interactive
governance arenas”), and “power as interactive governance” (interactive forms of governance as
a particular historical form of power in advanced liberal societies, through the mobilization of
autonomous actors in self-regulating governance arenas).

Given our focus on the ability of individual actors to influence collective decisions of the
partnership to their own advantage, and translating these concepts to cross-sector partnerships, our
interest is mainly in “power in cross-sector partnerships” (power in CSPs) and “power over cross-sector
partnerships” (power over CSPs). While most attention has been payed to power in CSPs, the perspective
of power over CSPs brings different mechanisms into the picture through which actors can influence
collective decisions to their own advantage. These include initiating and terminating partnerships,
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regulating access to partnerships, framing the type of interaction, or assessing the performance of
partnerships (Torfing et al. 2012b).

The ability of actors to exercise power in and over CSPs depends on the sources of power they
have at their disposal. Three sources of power have been consistently mentioned in the collaboration
literature and constitute another important foundation for our framework: resources, discursive
legitimacy, and authority (Gray and Purdy 2018; Hardy and Phillips 1998; Phillips et al. 2000;
Purdy 2012). Resource-based power builds on the dependencies among actors and their access to
resources like finance, technology, knowledge, or human resources. Each actor brings in its own set
of resources, yet not all resources are of equal value. In those cases where actors depend on others
for critical resources, the resource-rich party has a strong source of power at its disposal. Discursive
legitimacy refers to the ability of an actor to represent a particular view, or speak on behalf of an issue
in the cross-sector partnership. For example, actors can be in the position to speak legitimately on
behalf of economic rationality, ecological conservation, or the respect for diverse cultures. Authority is
the socially acknowledged right to take action or make decisions based on position within hierarchical
settings, and it relates to the relative status of actors in the institutional field in which the participating
parties are embedded. While actors may have a variety of power sources at their disposal this does
not mean they will actually deploy them to create an effect. Cross-sector partnerships will often try to
ask more powerful actors not to use all of the power sources at their disposal during the course of the
cross-sector partnership, or to strengthen the power position of less powerful actors through providing
funding or capacity building.

3. Institutional Fields, Issue Fields and Systemic Power

To understand how power dynamics in cross-sector partnerships are shaped by the broader
environment in which they are positioned, we draw upon the related concepts of issue fields and
institutional fields (Gray and Purdy 2018).

An issue field, also known as an inter-organizational problem domain (Gray and Purdy 2018;
Trist 1983), refers to a meta-problem that requires inter-organizational response capability. It is
comprised of a set of issues that are related to the meta-problem, and a set of actors who have
an interest in these issues. Meta-problems are not clearly defined individual problems, but rather
‘messes’ of interrelated problems that are hard to pin down or delineate (Trist 1983). Examples of
meta-problems could be urban homelessness (involving issues of poverty, housing, health care, etc.)
or water pollution (involving issues of industry emissions, agricultural practices, biodiversity, etc.).
Interdependencies between actors in an issue field provide the potential for collaboration as well as
for conflict.

Actors in partnerships have different backgrounds and represent different types of organizations,
even more so in the case of cross-sectoral partnerships. The concept of institutional field, coming
from organisational institutionalism (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), provides a way of capturing those
different backgrounds and their effects on cross-sector collaboration. An institutional field can be
defined as a ‘recognized area of institutional life’ (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, p. 83) in which there is
‘a community of organizations that partakes of a common meaning system and whose participants
interact more frequently and fatefully with one another than with actors outside the field’ (Scott 2008,
p. 84). The underlying assumption here is that organisations understand themselves and the world
based on shared, and often taken for granted and internalized, belief systems that are learned and
maintained through the membership of a given institutional field.

Institutional fields develop through the process of structuration (Anthony 1984), which refers
to the interaction between actors that produce and reproduce, the belief systems and practices that
constitute the field (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Lawrence et al. 2002; Scott 2008). Through repeated
interactions, groups of organizations develop common understandings and practices that define the
field. Actors draw upon the belief systems and accepted practices of their respective institutional field
for guidance, meaning, and legitimacy (Phillips et al. 2000, p. 29). The institutional field provides
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organisations with collective identities, motives, and vocabularies while offering guidance with regard
to which problems get attended to, which solutions get considered, what outcomes are to be achieved,
and what practices are considered (Townley 1997, p. 263; Thornton and Ocasio 2008, pp. 111–14;
Greenwood et al. 2002, p. 59). This implies that the preferences and interests of organisations are seen
as socially constructed and varying by institutional context.

Actors in cross-sector partnerships bring with them sets of ideas and languages and practices
that are institutionalized with their respective fields (Meyer and Rowan 1977). This means that the
range of institutional fields from which actors originate has a major impact on the collaboration
(Phillips et al. 2000, p. 28). The more different fields are brought together within a cross-sector
partnership, the more values, languages, and working practices enter the cross-sector partnership and
the more complex cooperation becomes. This can be a cause for friction as multiple belief systems and
standards may be in conflict with each other.

In our view, the concepts of issue field and organizational fields need to be better distinguished,
and analyzed in combination, in order to understand how the systemic power embedded in these
fields shapes the sources of power that actors have at their disposal for episodic power strategies
(see Figure 1). In combination, the concepts of issue field and institutional field help to understand
how the broader institutional environment carries systemic power that shapes the power dynamics
within cross-sector partnerships. It is at the intersection of institutional fields and a particular issue
field that systemic power shapes the power sources that actors can mobilize in episodic power
strategies. The starting situation for a cross-sector partnership is usually a weakly institutionalized
issue field, with its patterns of dependencies, power relations, and conflicts of interest between actors.
The partnership then engages a set of actors of this issue field into direct interaction and collective
decision-making, thereby confronting multiple institutional fields that shape the identities, motives,
and vocabularies of these multiple actors, in relation to this particular issue field. It makes a difference
whether the issue field constitutes the core business versus a secondary concern for an individual
actor. The power sources (resources, authority, discursive legitimacy) that are available to an actor in a
particular partnership are shaped by this intersection. For example, a large food corporation may have
huge amounts of financial resources available, e.g., for investing in new product development, but
prevailing norms, rules and meanings from its institutional field may limit the amount of resources
the organization can actually invest when the partnership addresses an issue field like improving
the local education infrastructure in overseas producer communities. Similarly, the authority that a
Ministry of Environment is granted within its own institutional field does not necessarily constitute
a strong source of power in a partnership that addresses an issue field, like innovating agricultural
technology, although it may have a clear interest in the issue field. As another example, the discursive
legitimacy of a nature conservation organization to speak on behalf of the natural environment will
likely be higher than when it speaks on behalf of poor communities. It depends on the nature of the
issue that a partnership seeks to address whether power sources can actually be ‘converted’ to real
influence. Actors draw upon the power sources (e.g., resources, discursive legitimacy, authority) from
their respective institutional fields to achieve their goals within cross-sector partnerships. How much
power different sources provide, however, is always context-dependent (Clegg 1989). Consequently,
the power that certain resources provide in a given institutional field may not translate to the same
extent in a cross-sector collaboration. The more the institutional field and the issue are aligned, the
greater the likelihood that resources translate to actual power within a partnership.

The above implies a more pervasive and less tangible form of power that cannot be attributed
to the strategic acts of self-interested actors. This form of power, which in the literature is often
referred to as systemic power, is inherent in the structures of signification pertaining to an institutional
field, and shape the identity, motives, and interests of actors in relation to a particular issue field
(Lawrence 2008, p. 174), leading to a specific set of power sources (resources, authority, discursive
legitimacy) available to each of the actors in a cross-sector partnership.
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Figure 1. Power sources at the intersection of issue field and institutional fields.

4. Sources of Power and Episodic Power Strategies

The outcomes of cross-sector partnerships for an important part are determined by power games
in which actors try to influence collective decisions. Starting from the intersection of issue field and
institutional fields, Figure 2 gives an overview of how available power sources can be mobilized for
episodic power strategies of two different types: power over CSPs and power in CSPs.

When actors exercise power, the resources, discursive legitimacy, and/or authority they dispose
of are used in episodic power strategies in an effort to steer the behavior of other actors and as such
the course of the cross-sector partnership. There are two levels at which these efforts can be oriented:
(1) power in CSPs and (2) power over CSPs (Torfing et al. 2012b). At the level of power in CSPs, actors
use direct power strategies to influence each other and the outcomes of the cross-sector partnership
directly. At the level of power over CSPs, actors use indirect power strategies to set or change the rules of
the game. Once these rules have been set, they continue to influence the actors within the cross-sector
partnership and its course and outcomes (Klijn 2001).

Power in CSPs. Direct power strategies mobilize resources, discursive legitimacy, and/or authority
to shape and secure collective decisions in the cross-sector partnership. Resources can be mobilized and
exchanged for achieving agreements about outcomes, giving the actors disposing of better resources
an advantage in the partnership game. The meaning and implications of partnership goals, knowledge,
or problem definitions can be shaped and reshaped in processes of interactive and strategic framing,
giving the actors disposing of greater discursive legitimacy or persuasive skills an advantage. Finally,
authority deriving from one’s position in the partnership (e.g., convener) or in the broader institutional
field (e.g., policy maker or CEO) can be mobilized to push claims, preferences, or proposals through.

Power over CSPs. Rules allow for power to be exercised indirectly in the sense that they influence
behavior beyond the current moment (Clegg 1989, p. 213). Once established, rules continue to shape
the future choices of actors. Indirect power strategies mobilize resources, discursive legitimacy, and/or
authority to shape and secure the rules of the game, thereby indirectly influencing the cross-sector
partnership actors and outcomes. Starting or continuing a partnership in itself requires resources,
and actors who are able to invest these resources can take advantage of this to set the rules of the
game for the cross-sector partnership. Actors that have access to high discursive legitimacy in the
broader institutional field can obtain easier access to the partnership or can influence how the scope
of the problem to be addressed gets framed. Authority can also be mobilized to set the rules for
the partnership in terms of access (who is in and who is out) and decision-making (e.g., decision by
consensus or majority).
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Figure 2. Mobilizing sources of power in strategies for exercising power in and over CSPs.

5. Strategies for Exercising Power in CSPs

In the context of cross-sector partnerships, actors use a variety of strategies to directly exercise
power over each other to influence collective agreements. Three strategies are prominent, which are
directly linked to the power sources actors have at their disposal: (1) withholding/investing resources;
(2) appealing to discursive legitimacy; and (3) invoking authority.

5.1. Withold/Invest Resources to Shape Feasibility of Collective Decisions

Within the context of partnerships, actors’ influence is strongly based on relations of resource
(inter)dependence (Pfeffer and Salancik 2003). In inter-organizational domains, actors depend upon
each other for material and immaterial resources, such as money, expertise, information, or contacts
to achieve their goals and ensure their survival. Within these relations, each actor brings in its own
set of resources, depending on the institutional field in which the actor is embedded. Yet, not all
resources are of equal value, leading to relations of autonomy and dependence between actors. When
the control of critical resources is diffused among actors and a lot of interdependencies are at play, the
collaboration will likely involve greater levels of negotiation, compromise, and pooling of resources
(Bouwen and Taillieu 2004; Hardy and Phillips 1998).

In those cases where actors depend on others for critical resources, the resource-rich party is in a
strong position to influence collective decisions by withholding resources versus committing to invest
resources—assuming that the availability of those resources determines the feasibility of the involved
decisions. This way, the desire for resources or the fear of having them withheld ensures the obedience
of those being influenced. Pfeffer and Salancik (2003, pp. 45–51) identify three crucial factors for
determining the dependence of one actor on another: (1) resource importance—the extent to which
a resource is needed by an actor for organizational survival; (2) discretion over resource allocation
and use—the degree to which an actor can control how the resource received from another actor is
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allocated and used; and, (3) concentration of resource control—the extent to which alternative sources
of a resource are available and accessible.

5.2. Appeal to Discursive Legitimacy to Frame Collective Decisions

Another important source of power in playing the partnership game is discursive legitimacy
(Hardy and Phillips 1998; Purdy 2012). This refers to an actors’ ability to speak legitimately for issues
or other organizations to influence what situations, issues, or solutions are taken to mean. We try
to grasp this aspect through the concept of interactional framing (Dewulf et al. 2009) and collective
sense-making (Van Buuren et al. 2014; Vink 2015). From a framing perspective (Schön and Rein 1994;
Stone 2002; Van Hulst and Yanow 2014), decision-making in partnerships is shaped by the ‘contest
over the framing of ideas’ through ‘selecting, organising, interpreting and making sense of a complex
reality to provide guideposts for knowing, analysing, persuading and acting’ (Schön and Rein 1994,
p. 146). These frames often take shape as short storylines or metaphors, explicitly or implicitly saying
something about the cause of the often problematic reality, taking a normative standpoint towards this
reality and pointing towards possible solutions.

Taking an interactional framing approach, playing the partnership game involves the interactive
alignment of meaning in a process of sensemaking (Weick 1995). In this paradigm, framing refers to
a highly dynamic process of actors continuously negotiating over meaning through language. Since
each participant co-develops the discussion, they negotiate the relevant framing on the spot, relying
on different frame interaction strategies to include or exclude particular ways of framing the issue
(Dewulf and Bouwen 2012). Whoever is able to get his or her frame adopted by other actors is setting
the terms for the further debate and thereby influencing collective decisions. Interactional framing can
therefore be understood as the interplay between puzzling over ideas and powering over interests,
through mobilizing power sources, such as discursive legitimacy from the broader institutional field.

5.3. Invoking Authority to Impose/Discard Collective Decisions

Authority as the socially acknowledged right to exercise judgment, make a decision, or take action
(Purdy 2012) can derive from one’s position in the cross-sector partnership (e.g., convener) or one’s
position in the broader institutional field (e.g., policy maker, CEO or scientist). Furthermore, within
cross-sector partnerships, it is common to have designated ‘lead organizations’ specified, for example,
by an external funder or government policy. By assuming the position of designated lead organization
status, actors are in a privileged position to influence collective decisions process.

Invoking authority often sits uncomfortably with the assumption of many partnerships that
all actors should have an equal say in the cross-sector deliberations. Open and explicit appeals to
authority are therefore not very likely to occur publicly in cross-sector partnerships, but more implicit
references to one’s position and its accompanying authority are commonly observed. Statements on
substantive issues but clearly referencing one’s position are good examples, e.g., “as conveners of this
partnership, we propose...” or “given our responsibility for the national policy framework, we want
to put forward...” (Dewulf et al. 2005). While away from the negotiation table and outside of public
scrutiny, more direct appeals to authority can be made in e.g., bilateral talks, e.g., when government
actors try to overrule others by stating that a certain proposal will not stand a chance in the current
policy framework.

6. Strategies for Exercising Power over CSPs

Power games in cross-sector partnerships take place within sets of rules that provide a framework
within which concrete interactions can take place (Klijn 2001). These rules both enable and constrain
behavior by defining what actors are allowed, required, and not allowed to do. They bring stability and
predictability to the partnership game by regulating interactions. Rules can be formal and informal.
While formal rules are fixed and authorized in legal texts (e.g., laws, MoUs, contracts), informal rules
have a more tacit character and often achieve a ‘taken for granted’ status (Anthony 1984; Klijn 2001;
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Koppenjan and Klijn 2016). Once established, rules have a profound impact on what actors do and do
not do in the cross-sector partnership.

Exercising power over CSPs is possible through setting the rules of the game for a partnership,
e.g., by defining the substantive scope, by selecting the actors, or by setting decision-making rules
(Elbers and Schulpen 2013). As such, an important part of the power game relates to actors’ efforts
to manipulate the rules to their advantage and thereby indirectly influencing the partnership game.
These strategies for achieving power over CSPs, which aim at shaping the game through setting the
rules, are of crucial relevance at the start of a partnership, but can, given the often fluid and ambiguous
nature of cross-sector partnerships (Huxham and Vangen 2000), actually be deployed at any stage of a
cross-sector collaboration. When compared to the direct exercise of power associated with episodic
power, such indirect power strategies can considered to be equally effective and probably less visible.
Barnett and Duvall (2005, p. 52) refer to rules as ‘frozen configurations of privilege and bias’, which
continue to shape the future actions of actors long after they have been established.

Which rules are of relevance to cross-sector partnerships? Different authors have proposed rule
typologies (e.g., Burns and Flam 1987; Ostrom 2011). The set of rules that was proposed by Koppenjan
and Klijn (2016) are particularly useful for the purpose of this paper as they explicitly deal with
interactions and processes within cross-sector collaboration:

• Participation rules define who can participate, under what conditions, and in which roles. Inclusion
and exclusion is an important mechanism of power. Through influencing participation rules,
actors can try to get their preferred partners on board, or to keep their adversaries out of
the partnership. Participation rules also define in what capacity actors participate: as key
actors, as beneficiaries, as experts, as implementers, etc., shaping their power relations within
the partnership.

• Agenda rules relate to the scope and objectives of the partnership. They define the mission
and identity of the joint undertaking and the issues that will and will not be addressed.
Through influencing agenda rules, actors can secure sufficient attention for they key issues
in the partnership, or conversely, keep important issues off the negotiation table such that no
collective decisions are made regarding these issues. Keeping issues of the table is a form of
“nondecision-making” (Bachrach and Baratz 1962) that can advantage actors who benefit more
from the current situation than from a major change.

• Sequence rules define the steps to be taken in the interaction process, for example, which steps
to take for mapping the problem, how soon or how late in the process are specific solutions
discussed, how much time to reserve for representatives to consult with their constituencies, etc.
Setting deadlines is an important way of putting pressure on the process and pushing reluctant
actors to commit to a collective decision.

• Task rules define the structuring of activities within the partnership. They may concern the division
of labor between the parties, for example through installing a steering group or working groups
for particular issues. Task rules can also define practical things, like work methods or which
information and communication systems to use to work together. Through setting task rules,
actors can try to position their priority issues or decision proposals as the key topic of a working
group, for example, or to propose an sophisticated on-line collaboration environment in which
only certain actors are proficient, giving them an advantage in directing the flow of information.

• Information rules define how to use information and whether and how information will be shared
with others. Actors may have different interests regarding transparency versus confidentiality
of information towards to outside world. Media attention can advantage some actors and
disadvantage other actors in their negotiation positions. Influencing information rules therefore
exercises power over CSPs.

• Decision-making rules define how decisions are going to be made in the partnership. Specifying
what will be considered as a decision (verbal agreement during a meeting, action point mentioned
in the minutes of meeting, or only an officially signed agreement), how decisions are to be made
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(e.g., by consensus or majority), or what is allowed or required in terms of consulting with
constituencies (e.g., no major decisions are taken without consulting constituencies) all shape the
relative influence actors have on the collective decisions resulting from the partnership.

These rules can be implicitly adopted, unilaterally determined, or collectively negotiated and
validated. Because each of these rules shape the decision-making process and indirectly the collective
decisions resulting from the partnership, influencing these rules becomes a viable strategy for exercising
power over CSPs.

Similar to power in CSPs, actor can mobilize available sources of power to achieve power over
CSPs. Strategies to exercise power over CSPs involve influencing the rules of the game for the
partnership, including participation rules, agenda rules, sequence rules, task rules, information
rules, and decision-making rules. As discussed above, these episodic power strategies rely on the
mobilization of resources, discursive legitimacy, and authority as sources of power, differentially
available to actors because of their position in the relevant issue field and institutional fields. Although
some connections are more obvious than others—e.g., invoking authority to set decision-making rules,
or appealing to discursive legitimacy to set agenda rules—each of the three sources of power can
potentially be mobilized to shape any of the six type of rules. Particularly at the moment of initiating
a partnership, a variety of different rules are implicitly or explicitly set. Substantial financial and
human resources are usually necessary to invest in the laborious start of a partnership. But, resources
are not all that matters in being involved early on in partnership formation. An actor’s discursive
legitimacy may be so high that starting a partnership without them affects the legitimacy of the entire
partnership. Or an actor’s authority position in e.g., the governmental system may so crucial for the
partnership’s success that they are effectively unavoidable. Each of these mechanisms puts some actors
in the position to be there when these rules are set, while others join only at a later stage, when a set of
rules are already in use.

Being able to set or at least influence the rules that guide cross-sector partnerships is therefore a
desirable goal for most actors. The rules that guide partnerships are usually set in two different ways.
First, actors may decide upon the nature of the rules during the collective decision-making process.
For example, actors may decide on the roles of the different members in the collaboration (participation
rules) or the type of information that is shared (information rules). Second, certain actors, typically
those that are in control of critical resources, may set the rules unilaterally without the involvement of
others. The reality of many cross-sector partnerships, however, is that not all participants can equally
participate in decision-making processes. With many cross-sector partnerships, it is common to have
designated ‘lead organizations’ specified, for example, by an external funder or government policy. By
assuming the position of designated lead organization actors are in a privileged position to set the
terms of the partnerships from the onset.

7. Discussion and Conclusions

Power is only one dimension of cross-sector partnerships but it is a relatively understudied one.
Our aim was to create a better conceptual understanding of power strategies in these partnerships,
specifically of the ability of actors to influence collective decisions of the partnership to their own
advantage. The result is an integrated framework on how actors can exercise power in and over
CSPs. We built the framework by bridging different literatures (multiparty collaboration, cross-sector
partnerships and interactive, network, and collaborative governance) and power traditions (systemic
and episodic power), capturing the layered power dynamics in partnerships. We explain that actors
can mobilize sources of power (by withholding/investing resources, appealing to discursive legitimacy
and invoking authority) in order to exercise power directly (power in CSPs) and indirectly by setting the
rules that govern the partnership (power over CSPs). Furthermore, we demonstrate that these episodic
power strategies are fundamentally shaped by the intersection of the institutional fields from which
actors originate and the issue field, which connects the actors in the partnership.
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The novelty of the framework itself is threefold: unlike existing frameworks it (1) offers guidance
for empirical research, (2) it distinguishes between direct and indirect power strategies, and (3) it
clarifies how power dynamics within cross-sector partnerships are linked to the institutional context.
The relevance of our framework also lies in the guidance it offers for pursuing new lines of empirical
inquiry. Based on the different analytical dimensions of the framework and the connections between
them, important questions for future empirical research emerge. With respect to the power sources that
are available to actors, an important question concerns the relative importance of institutional fields
and issue fields in shaping the availability of power sources. For example, does a strong and stable
institutional field make for a stronger impact on the available power sources relative to the issue field?
Does an established issue field, rooted in a history of interactions between actors, make for a stronger
impact on the available power sources relative to the institutional field an actor comes from? We have
mostly considered sources of power separately, but to what extent and how the different sources of
power reinforce each other or are mobilized in conjunction is another relevant question. Finally, one
could test the implication of our theoretical framework that actors from similar institutional fields
engaging in the same issue field should look more alike in terms of available power sources, than actors
from different institutional fields. With respect to strategies for exercising power in CSPs, one could
investigate whether certain types of actors exercise power predominantly through particular strategies,
e.g., business actors through withholding/investing resources, government actors through invoking
authority, and civil society actors through appealing to discursive legitimacy. With respect to strategies
exercising power over CSPs, the relative importance of the different types of rules can be questioned:
are certain types of rules more important than others in shaping ability of actors to influence collective
decisions of the partnership to their own advantage? Also, the relation between the different sources
of power and the different types of rules can be empirically investigated: are certain sources of power
mobilized more often for setting certain types of rules. For example, are decision rules more strongly
influenced by invoking authority, are agenda rules more strongly influenced by appealing to discursive
legitimacy, and are sequence rules more strongly influenced by withholding/investing resources in
joint activities? Finally, our framework is limited to identifying the menu of strategies available to
actors. An important question that would require in-depth study of interactions in partnerships is
how other actors recognize, accept, contest, or respond to these power strategies in a strategic game of
moves and counter-moves.

When a cross-sector partnership is successful, it leads to concrete outcomes, generally in the
form of implemented agreements among the involved actors. The question to what extent this
agreement, or the cross-sector platform itself, can and should be institutionalized is an important
one at that point (Gray 2007). Related to this is the question whether the cross-sector partnership
effects an enduring change in the issue field and respective institutional fields, e.g., by introducing new
practices or changing the relations between actors—this is the question whether institutional change
has occurred. A more specific question that is related to our exploration of power in cross-sector
partnerships concerns the degree to which the distribution of access to power sources has changed.
Or, if one wants to ask this question in terms of empowerment, the degree to which less powerful
or marginalized actors have obtained more access to power sources as a result of the partnership
(Woodhill and van Vugt 2011). These questions are clearly relevant in a broader analysis of the power
of cross-sector partnerships over their social and political environment (Torfing et al. 2012b), but are
beyond the scope of our current analysis, and thus constitute an interesting opportunity for further
elaborating the current framework.

While analyzing power dynamics in partnerships is a valid topic of inquiry in its own right, the
starting-point of this paper is our concern with the inequality that characterizes many cross-sector
partnerships. Inequality can only exist in situations where power is exercised, making the study of
power dynamics within cross-sector partnerships an important topic for further research. Although
the paper mainly has a theoretical focus, we believe that it also has practical relevance. By shedding
light on the power dynamics in partnerships and clarifying why certain actors are more powerful
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than others through identifying concrete power strategies, it offers starting-points for addressing
power imbalances. In addition, the framework can be used by less powerful actors to understand
the opportunities, limitations, and risks that cross-sector partnerships offer. This way they can make
informed decisions about whether or not to participate in particular partnerships.
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Abstract: Multi-actor governance, in which a broad mix of actors collaborates to deal with
complex societal problems, requires a leadership approach that can take into account the dynamic
interdependencies between the involved actors. A relational approach to leadership, focusing on
processes and practices, is more adequate for that purpose than approaches focusing on individuals
and positions. Complexity leadership theory offers such a relational approach to leadership within
organizations. In this article, we use complexity leadership theory to capture the emergent leadership
processes between organizations. We focus on the characteristics of the informal relations between
representatives of different organizations that enable dealing with the often-conflicting goals and
values in multi-actor governance. The case of a landfill mining initiative for sustainable materials
governance is used as an illustration to clarify the main concepts and arguments.
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1. Introduction: Complexity and Multi-Actor Governance

Because of the increasing complexity of contemporary society and the erosion of existing
institutions, the attention of policy makers has turned to participatory modes of governance (Rhodes 1996;
Osborne 2006). They increasingly try to address complex societal issues with a collaborative multi-actor
approach (Gray and Purdy 2018; Ansell and Gash 2007; Lowndes and Skelcher 1998; Vangen et al. 2015).
A multi-actor governance (MAG) approach accepts non-governmental actors taking diverse steering
initiatives through formal and informal interactions to find innovative solutions for complex societal
problems and to develop policies collaboratively (Huxham 2000b; Johnson and Wilson 2000). The
approach stimulates processes of self-regulation and reduces government control; hence, new roles
for private and public actors and new forms of leadership are required (Vangen and Huxham 2003;
Sydow et al. 2011; Sullivan et al. 2012).

The complexity of the task, the network configurations, and the dynamic interdependencies
between actors produce specific leadership challenges. While the huge volume of research on
leadership in management and organization studies is still focused on individual characteristics
of hierarchical leaders in single organizations (Bass 1999; Harding et al. 2011), research on leadership in
MAG is less developed. The very idea of collaborative processes, in which stakeholders jointly take key
decisions in non-hierarchical networks, seems to have side-tracked leadership as a topic in the research
on multi-actor collaboration (Huxham and Vangen 2005). A strong performance management culture
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continues to attribute leadership to a limited number of people who are perceived to be accountable for
outcomes and results. However, the complexity of the task and the dynamic interdependencies between
different types of actors involved in multi-actor governance present specific leadership challenges,
including the presence of multiple leaders (Sydow et al. 2011). We therefore advocate in this article
a relational approach to leadership for collaborative governance, with a focus on processes and
relational practices instead of on individuals. A relational approach to leadership replaces the idea that
leadership results out of the actions of an individual leader with the view that leadership emerges from
the interactions between persons, groups, and organizations (Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011). Complexity
leadership theory (CLT) offers such a relational approach to leadership and identifies different types of
leadership within organizations (Uhl-Bien 2006; Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 2012). We demonstrate in this
article that CLT is as well highly relevant to analyze emergent leadership and collaboration between
organizations by focusing on the relational characteristics of the interactions between representatives
of these organizations.

Relational leadership has been the subject of multi-paradigmatic approaches. Some approaches can
be considered as “entitative” (post-positivist) and others as “constructionist” (Uhl-Bien and Ospina 2012).
Entitative approaches describe traits, patterns, and characteristics of leadership interactions, while
constructionist approaches document relational leadership practices in ongoing interactions. Especially
for the multi-voiced and varied work contexts of multi-actor governance, a paradigm interplay
approach may be very contributive to new discoveries. This article has the intention to contribute
to relational leadership research that transforms the aspiration for methodological pluralism from
a philosophical longing to a pragmatic concern: The need to advance the theoretical and practical
understandings of the complex social realities of leadership.

In what follows, we first indicate the specific relational challenges for group development in MAG.
Then, we explain the relational action logics of leadership to deal with these challenges and demonstrate
the relevance of the different leadership functions, identified by CLT, for MAG. The integration of
the former parts in the final section results in suggestions for further research about leadership for
MAG. We clarify our arguments with illustrations from a real life case of landfill mining for sustainable
materials governance (Craps and Sips 2010; Sips et al. 2013).

2. Group Development in Multi-Actor Governance

The field of leadership research has traditionally been leader-centric, focusing on individuals,
their activities, characteristics, and competences (Dachler and Hosking 1995; Sullivan et al. 2012).
By contrast, a relational approach to leadership does not look at individual leaders but at how
leadership is enacted in emergent or existing leadership relations. It is primarily concerned with
where, how, and why leadership work is being organized and accomplished, rather than with who is
offering visions for others to do the work (Raelin 2011; Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011; Crevani et al. 2010;
Uhl-Bien 2006). The term ‘relational’ refers to a view on leadership “that emanates from the rich
connections and interdependencies of organizations and their members” (Hosking 2006). Without
denying the importance for MAG of the structural characteristics of interactions between organizations
at macro-level, the relational approach that we advocate here is focused on micro-level practices in
concrete settings of inter-organizational relations. It is indeed in these micro-contexts that meanings
are generated by interacting individuals that may possibly change conditions at the macro-level
(Sullivan et al. 2012).

A group development process unfolds among MAG participants in these micro-meetings as
they try to solve the problems at hand (Bouwen and Taillieu 2004). They are confronted with the
challenges of dependence, counter-dependence, and interdependence, similar to the phases described
in group dynamics (Srivastva et al. 1977; Delbecq and Ven 1971). Participants in MAG need as
well to develop learning and task performance to be effective. However, in MAG, they are not
participating in fixed small groups such as those studied by the aforementioned scholars of group
development, but in highly dynamic and changing constellations. MAG often functions in sub-groups
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and commissions that have limited direct contacts among them. New members tend to join or leave
at any moment, and they are replaced due to internal changes in their constituent organizations.
Group development theories advocate interdependency between the participants as a development
goal to be reached (Srivastva et al. 1977; Bouwen 1998). However, this is very challenging for MAG,
which is often functioning through several loosely coupled sub-groups, passing periods of intense
collaboration alternated with languid activity that might result in different levels of group development
at a given moment.

To be relevant for complex societal issues, MAG brings together people with diverging, often
conflicting perspectives on problems, possible solutions, and suitable courses of action. Exclusively
focusing on the task content can accentuate these differences and hamper the necessary group
development. The concept of relational practices, ‘task-oriented actions with relational qualities
of reciprocity and some kind of reflexivity’ (Bouwen and Taillieu 2004), draws attention to the
potential of shared practices. Argyris and Schön (1978) were the first authors to describe the process
of learning within organizations as the result of complex interactive episodes, in which the mutually
open quality of the communication makes development towards innovative outcomes possible. By
engaging in relational practices, MAG participants explore in a similar way differences of opinion,
interdependencies, roles, and positions between organizations. As a result, they go through a learning
process that helps them to collectively discover how they create their reality and how they can change it.

Group Development and MAG in the Landfill Mining Case

The landfill mining initiative that we present as an illustrative case is part of a paradigm shift to
sustainable materials governance: Instead of dumping waste in landfills, the idea is to keep materials in
closed loops. The aim is to reopen old landfills to mine the stored waste, to recover valuable materials,
and to generate energy. Behind this simple idea lies a complex reality that asks for the involvement of
many actors from the government, civil society, business, and academia. Indeed, the initiative raises
questions related to economic feasibility, nature conservation, health concerns, public acceptability,
technological challenges, and legal and policy issues.

In this case, the initiative for landfill mining was taken by a medium-sized, family-run company.
The company ran a large landfill for a couple of decades, accumulating 16 million tons of household
and industrial waste on the site. Landfill mining fits within the business strategy to reposition the
company as a technology innovator with a ‘green’ image. Because of the technical and social complexity
of the initiative, the company was in contact with various research centers. A research consortium was
set up, with an academic engineering scientist as coordinator. The Consortium assembled researchers
from many disciplines—hard and applied sciences as well as human and social sciences—with scholars
coming from various research institutes. They were selected by the coordinator based on their expertise,
their interest in sustainability, their open-mindedness to consider various interests, and their possible
access to funding channels. The regional Waste Agency and an investment fund for the regional
development were also invited to be part of the Consortium. However, the Waste Agency opted after a
while for a special status of “observing member” because of their conflicting interests as member of
the Consortium propagating landfill mining and controller of the legal and environmental conditions
of the concerned landfill. After a few meetings, a member of the local city council was also invited to
be part of the Consortium. This person was the representative of an active local citizen group, as the
initiative triggered a lot of questions, worries, distrust, and resistance in the local population.

At the start, there were frequent plenary Consortium meetings. After a while, various new
initiatives originated that were loosely coupled with the Consortium. The company decided to set
up a joint venture with a UK company because the advanced technology it offers was judged as
the best available technology by the Consortium. The Consortium organized various international
symposia, inviting interested academics and policy makers. These symposia lay the ground for a
European network dedicated to the promotion of landfill mining for sustainable materials governance
through research and lobbying. In the same period, the Waste Agency organized a couple of broad
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stakeholder meetings, with representatives of different governmental agencies and private companies
related to waste and materials management. The local citizen group played an important role in
transmitting the worries of the local community to the consortium and translating scientific information
to the community.

Activities with the qualities of relational practices, as described above, turned out to be very
helpful to bridge differences and enable learning between the different kinds of public and types of
knowledge in the broadening network around the landfill mining Consortium. Examples are the joint
site visit of researchers and local citizen representatives to the technical installations of the company
in the UK and the active participation of the local citizen group in the preparation of the symposia.
In these symposia, the local community representatives had ample opportunities for expressing their
ideas and entering in an open dialogue with researchers, corporate officers, and policy makers.

3. Relational Action Logics for Multi-Actor Governance

An interesting debate is that on the suitability of different leadership styles for complex network
leadership (Osborn and Marion 2009; DeRue 2011). A leadership style characterizes one specific person
as the individual leader of a group or organization. However, as the term ‘style’ refers to an individual
attribute, we propose the concept ‘relational action logic’ to characterize concrete relational practices
among actors involved in mutual exchanges, in the sense that leadership interventions are enacted
between different actors that engage in an interaction process. A relational action logic describes
the—often implicit—strategic reasoning and the tactical interventions to secure the involvement of
the adequate stakeholders and the necessary high quality of their interrelatedness in a joint initiative
(Argyris and Schön 1978; Bouwen and Taillieu 2004).

In MAG, different relational action logics that have similarities with the transactional and
transformational style in leadership studies (Bass 1999) seem necessary simultaneously. Transactional
leadership takes place by keeping track of what attracts and motivates the partners to be part of the
joint initiative and by assigning incentives (project funding, responsibilities, business opportunities,
shared expertise, public credibility, etc.) to the partners according to their specific interests. This type of
leadership tends to satisfy the actual needs and interests of the parties around the table by distributing
the possible benefits of the MAG initiative among them. Indeed, each of the participants has to justify
their involvement in MAG by demonstrating the benefits of participation to their constituency. There
is little space for long-term concerns, other stakeholders, and innovative thinking.

Transformational leadership, by contrast, steers the initiative by stimulating identification with
overarching long-term values that go beyond the interests of the joint members, and for which
a profound systemic transformation is necessary, with unclear consequences for the participating
organizations. Both types of leadership are necessary because without transactional leadership,
the network may lack the necessary support from constituencies to introduce change. But without
transformational leadership, MAG risks being limited to the vested interests of the participants and
undermining its transformational potential for the broader society (Craps and Sips 2010).

Transactional and Transformational Leadership in the Landfill Mining Case

In the landfill mining case, the main participants were well aware of the benefits each one expected
in return for the invested time and energy in the joint initiative. The Company hoped to advance its
new ‘green’ business strategy thanks to the results of the Consortium. Its position and reputation as an
innovative and trustworthy environmental services company was at stake. The interactions between
the Company and the researchers of the Consortium were thus informed by a mutual transactional
logic. The business partner provided funding and access to a real-life industrial project with unique
opportunities for scientific experimentation in return for research contributions to its landfill mining
project. Through the Consortium, the research coordinator was able to set up other related initiatives
on a regional and international level and strengthen his academic position. The strategic partnership
with the Waste Agency provided access to extensive data and information on landfills, while in return,
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its representative got a front-row seat in the discussions about innovative waste management solutions.
These examples illustrate how transactional leadership is enacted by managerial actions that secure
resources, promote the project, and shape decisions.

Although in the first meetings of the initiative, the conversations between the participants
expressed clearly their concern about securing the institutional agenda of their constituency, according
to a transactional logic, these conversations soon shifted to innovative thinking about solutions for
waste and materials governance. The research coordinator and the representative of the Company
selected and invited participants for the Consortium, based on their supposed personal interest in
sustainability-related research, and in the transdisciplinary setting (interacting with other disciplines
and non-academic stakeholders). Informal gatherings and intense conversations beyond the formal
workshops of the Consortium reflected the positive excitement of the participants to develop together
a new landfill mining concept for sustainable materials governance.

4. Developing Complexity Leadership Theory for Multi-Actor Governance

Complexity leadership theory (CLT) (Uhl-Bien 2006; Uhl-Bien and Marion 2009; Fairhurst and
Uhl-Bien 2012) offers an interesting relational approach to leadership by viewing leadership as an
emergent dynamic of different leadership functions that exceed the attempts of individual position
holders. In what follows, we demonstrate the relevance of CLT, developed in business contexts,
to understand leadership in MAG.

CLT is rooted in complexity science, searching for a leadership paradigm that would better fit
today’s post-industrial knowledge-creating organizations (Richardson et al. 2005; Uhl-Bien et al. 2007).
An increasingly fast changing environment expects organizations to process larger amounts of
increasingly complex information at a rapid pace. Today’s organizations must learn, innovate, and
adapt quickly to remain competitive. The law of requisite complexity demands that organizations
become as complex internally as their external environment, to guarantee the necessary information
processing, learning, innovative, and adaptive capacities to this environment. Over the past few
decades, organizations have progressively done so by adopting network-like formations, characterized
by rather loose and informal relations. Such ‘loosely coupled’ network structures defy the logic of
formal, hierarchical leaders and models of leadership based on centralized planning and control.
Problem solving happens in emerging, ad hoc, self-steering, flexible, and changing networks; instead
of in imposed, fixed, controlled, stable, and permanent teams. However, research suggests that
informal dynamics may jeopardize organizational goal achievement if they lack sufficient coordination
(Uhl-Bien et al. 2007). For that reason, CLT aims at a leadership model for complex networks of
informally linked actors within a bureaucratically coordinated organizational context. CLT thus
combines the leadership potential of informal network dynamics that foster learning, innovation, and
adaptability in complex contexts with the leadership of central structures for coordination and the
production of outcomes in line with the vision and mission of the organization

Whereas Uhl-Bien and colleagues developed CLT to conceptualize and study leadership dynamics
within organizations in a business context, Nooteboom and Termeer (2013) showed that CLT also has
an important potential for complex governance systems including multiple actors. On the basis of
two case studies, Nooteboom and Termeer (2013) revealed leadership strategies creating conditions
that are favorable for the emergence of innovations. They concluded that embedding leadership in
informal networks, where people have personal relationships, is important. However, they have not
further elaborated on this relational dimension and have not related it to literature.

In MAG, leadership results from a process that takes place among the participants who belong
to different organizations and societal sectors. Order in MAG is not pre-determined but emergent,
and its future is unpredictable. MAG networks are capable of solving problems creatively and able to
learn and to adapt quickly, although they do not always or necessarily achieve their problem-solving
potential. According to Huxham and Vangen (2005), it is often unclear in multi-actor networks who is
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in or out at a given moment, who is linked to whom and in which capacity, or who is dependent of
whom for other goals than those pursued by the network.

Complexity leadership theory has been applied to public sector leadership, to study the
relationship between the complexity of urban regeneration projects (low to high) and the role and
importance of administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership (Murphy et al. 2017). While these
projects sample a relevant range of complexity, including public and private actors, the focus is
predominantly on the public sector leadership in these cases. Our interest is in multi-actor governance
and how leadership plays out in governance networks that link up public, private, and civil society
actors. Complexity leadership, or the emergent dynamic of different leadership functions, plays out
between these different actors, sometime with and other times without a prominent role of the public
sector. Complexity leadership in multi-actor governance networks is therefore broader than public
sector leadership.

According to CLT, the combination of three leadership functions allows for the integration of the
apparently contradictory demands of adaptability and structure for leadership in complex contexts:
Administrative leadership, adaptive leadership, and enabling leadership. Crevani et al. (2010)
conceived interactions resulting in direction as administrative leadership practices, interactions
resulting in action-spacing as adaptive leadership practices, and interactions resulting in co-orientation
as enabling leadership practice. Direction refers to managerial and decision-making actions of those
who plan and coordinate activities to effectively and efficiently achieve set goals, as part of a MAG
process. Action-spacing refers to creating possibilities, opportunities, and limitations for individual and
collective action within the local–cultural context. Co-orientation refers to enhancing the understanding
of possibly diverging arguments, interpretations and decisions (Crevani et al. 2010).

While addressing large societal issues, a MAG network cannot be guided by a single vision and
mission, because society is characterized by ideological plurality and policies have to take into account
the values and goals of different groups. In the following paragraphs, we clarify the specific relational
challenges of MAG for administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership, with illustrations of the
landfill mining case.

4.1. Administrative Leadership for MAG in the Landfill Mining Case

Administrative leadership refers to the traditional top–down relations, based on authority and
position. As the implementation of innovative solutions is often hampered by a risk-averse or outdated
regulation, these situations require some ‘bureaucratic entrepreneurship’ (Termeer and Kranendonk 2008).
Moreover, formal leaders can sometimes guarantee necessary resources or useful alliances to clear the
path for innovative ideas. Although one might expect governmental actors as the traditional steering
agent in societal issues, they are not the only ones fulfilling administrative leadership functions.
According to the power of the actors, based on their competencies and resources, and to their
legitimacy for the concerned issues, different constellations of public, private, and civil actors can
fulfill administrative leadership functions.

Various of the above-recounted events in the case of landfill mining for sustainable materials
governance can be considered as actions of administrative leadership, through acts of controlling,
planning, structuring, and coordinating between people in managerial positions. The administrative
function was primarily taken up at the Board of Directors of the Company. The Director of
Environmental Projects engaged in the administrative leadership process by internally exploring
with his colleagues the possibility for this innovative business case and by building a vision around it.
Then, resources were allocated, and external contacts were established with governmental agencies,
investors, and researchers. The Company representative together with a well-positioned research
engineer, publicly known for his dedication to sustainability, set up a research Consortium and joint
forces to work it out. The first contacts were based on both their position and authority in their own
business and academic domain, not yet on a close personal relationship. They built together a team
of researchers and scientists with a clear vision and specific strategy in mind. They included people
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that shared a common interest in sustainable materials management, acknowledged the company’s
business interests, and provided possible access to further research funding. People that could present
a threat to the growing consensus in the Consortium on the convenience of landfill mining and the
business case were avoided at that stage.

In a similar way, a formal network was set up with official representatives of the city council,
provincial political structures, the Waste Agency, the investment fund, etc. The Waste Agency, although
a bit reluctant to participate at first, soon realized it lagged behind on these newly-developing visions
on waste and materials management, so it used its position as official waste regulator to convene
large scale workshops with interested actors from the public, private, and civil sector and in this way
promoted and supported the idea. Later on, the Waste Agency integrated landfill mining in its strategic
plan for sustainable materials governance.

International symposia disseminated the built-up knowledge in academic circles. By organizing
them close to the location of the project case, the link with the Company was underscored. These
symposia also allowed local and national political actors to put the area on the map as a welcoming
region for sustainable development initiatives, a core asset of landfill mining according to its defenders.

4.2. Adaptive Leadership for MAG in the Landfill Mining Case

Adaptive leadership is possible thanks to emerging mechanisms of resonance, information
patterning, and dealing with tension. It takes place throughout the organization but adopts different
forms according to the involved hierarchical levels. The upper levels can secure strategic relations with
the organization’s environment, safeguard niches, and anchor new strategic insights for innovations
in their own organization. The middle levels can allocate specific resources and focused planning.
However, adaptive leadership is most active and visible at the ‘work floor’ level, where new insights
and products are conceived interactively. Adaptive leadership allows groups to ‘learn their way
out’ of adaptive challenges (Uhl-Bien et al. 2007). Its primary outputs are learning, creativity, and
adaptability. This dynamic can properly be considered as ‘leadership’, as it is fundamental for the
direction of a change process. The participants in adaptive leadership settings stimulate and trigger
each other in their meetings to come up with effective innovations for the challenges of the environment
(Uhl-Bien et al. 2007; DeRue 2011; Uhl-Bien and Marion 2009).

The larger societal issues that MAG wants to tackle often demand changes that remain unknown
until they manifest themselves as a result of paradigmatic shifts in thought or behavior patterns.
Adaptive leadership is an interactive and generative dynamic that emerges out of the clash and
connection between the discordant ideas and conflicting interests of people belonging to different
social groups, engaged in MAG. Building on the resulting tension, adaptive leadership produces
complex outcomes, integrating innovative ideas or technologies with new social alliances and
cooperative efforts.

In the landfill mining case, adaptive leadership was mainly enacted by the researchers in the
Consortium while exchanging knowledge and expertise between different scientific disciplines,
including social sciences, in this highly technical endeavor. The Consortium counted in its starting
phase with a relatively limited number of active members, 15 approximately. The first year, they met
frequently in an informal way. This helped the exchange and elaboration of ideas and information and
resulted in a shared vision on landfill mining for sustainable materials governance. Simultaneously,
adaptive leadership was also enacted in other change alliances, around the business joint venture and
around the participation of the local communities. In the joint venture, business partners and scientists
were looking for ways to upgrade and commercialize the materials resulting from the application
of new technologies. A group of local inhabitants living in the neighborhood of the targeted landfill
site enacted also adaptive leadership, related to local community concerns about the project. They
expanded the dominant technical perspective of the Consortium by asking critical questions about
public health and safety aspects.
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4.3. Enabling Leadership for MAG in the Landfill Mining Case

According to Uhl-Bien et al. (2007), enabling leadership fulfills two important functions:
It catalyzes adaptive leadership, by encouraging the necessary interaction and information exchange
in adaptive leadership groups, and it entangles this adaptive leadership with administrative
leadership. Brokering and boundary spanning activities are essential for this type of leadership.
In MAG, this implies stimulating an awareness of interdependency between the participants,
managing productive interfaces between administrative and adaptive leadership, and taking
care of the dissemination of innovation towards external parties that are not directly involved.
Enabling leadership also has to protect the initiative against top–down politics imposed by external
parties that prefer continuity, competition, and defensive strategies, instead of the innovative and
interdependent–collaborative strategies proposed by MAG.

Enabling leadership is hard to study, as it often takes place through confidential contacts in
personal relationships. In our case, the research coordinator of the Consortium had an active role
in different networks related to sustainable materials governance, linking the worlds of engineering
scientists, research managers, green activists, and political and public debate, even long before the
start of the project. After the start of the Consortium, the representative of the Company became
also involved in these networks. Numerous personal conversations about the project took place with
“trusted” people. The location and setting for these conversations were adapted dependent on the type
of conversation and of the participants. Sometimes, the meetings were more formal, in an office at the
university, at the Company or even at the Waste Agency, but often these conversations also took place
in an informal get-together in a pub before or after work time. As the research coordinator was active
in various networks, he was often part of the brokering and boundary spanning activities.

As a consequence of these activities, higher officials of the universities and research centers,
members of the Company family and their board of directors, and officers at the Waste Agency and
political power holders were gradually willing to challenge their traditional roles and the boundaries
between their organizations. Scientists became interested parts of a shared Consortium with private
and civil partners instead of distant researchers of an external project. The Waste Agency found itself
in a position of considering policy adaptations to make the project possible.

In addition to brokering and boundary spanning between different organizations and societal
sectors, enabling leadership was also necessary to facilitate adaptive leadership practices inside the
research Consortium. Indeed, researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds and belonging
to different research institutes had to discover how to connect their interests and insights with
those of their colleagues. This challenge became even bigger after incorporating public health
scientists—originally not conceived as relevant for the initiative—and a representative of the local
population. The social scientists in the Consortium enacted this function of enabling leadership
by critically reflecting with the researchers about the constellation of the Consortium, by carefully
preparing the meetings of the Consortium together with the research coordinator and the Company
representative, to make these meetings as interactive as possible, and by stimulating active listening
and open dialogue among the participants in the meetings of the Consortium.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

MAG generates multiple relations between the involved public, private, and civil actors.
A relational approach is appropriate to analyze leadership because relations and connections matter
more than individuals and positions in networks. Relational scholars put conversation and dialogue
in the center as essential relationship building and sense-making tools. According to this relational
approach, leadership is enacted in ‘relational practices’ that are able to connect discordant ideas through
the qualities of reflexivity and reciprocity in shared activities. As leadership develops out of and
through the relations and interactions in the network, it is an emergent construction within the MAG
process and not a given top–down or outside–in facilitating force. It is definitely not a well-defined
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position or function assigned to an individual person who could then simply be considered the leader
of a MAG network.

We described the case of landfill mining for sustainable materials governance to demonstrate
a relational approach to leadership in MAG. This relational approach draws the attention to the
specific characteristics of group development in MAG. Actors become increasingly aware of their
different perspectives, values, goals, and interdependencies as the process unfolds. The interpersonal
relationships gradually develop as a result of a group development process with specific challenges
because of the loose coupling between different sub-groups and because of the plural values and
interests of its participant (Bouwen and Taillieu 2004). Meetings often count with new members and
generate a lot of ambiguity because of the different back grounds of the participants. As a consequence,
the opportunities to go through a group development process are more limited and meetings are more
demanding than in intra-organizational teams. Nevertheless, trust building is equally required before
participants involved in MAG can engage in exploring the diversity of opinions, interests and values,
and in cultivating transboundary relationships and common identities. The actors involved in MAG
not only have to cultivate interdependence and connectedness among them, but they also have to take
care of the broader society, and they have to be sensitive for the voices and interests of people that are
not directly participating, as an outcome of this group process.

A relational approach also draws the attention to the relational action logics—rather than on the
style of individual leaders. We observed in our case a gradual shift from a predominantly transactional
action logic, paying attention to the direct benefits for the participants in the joint landfill mining
initiative, to a transformational action logic, based on identification with the value of sustainable
materials governance for the broader society. Not only governmental actors, but other actors as
well, belonging to the private and civil sector, can become part of this transformational action logic.
Leadership for MAG consists then of favoring the conditions that stimulate the development of a
group process leading to this outcome.

CLT, developed within organizations, offers a valuable relational approach to grasp the variety
of leadership tasks that are needed in the MAG setting of loosely coupled interorganizational
networks. Administrative leadership practices are characterized by engaging in planning, structuring
and controlling activities, while remaining receptive for the rapid changes in the outside world.
Adaptive leadership practices are triggered by societal challenges for which participants want to
co-create social and technological innovative solutions. Enabling leadership is key in MAG by
managing the interface between administrative and adaptive leadership and by fostering the catalyzing
conditions for adaptive leadership. It is enacted in brokering and boundary spanning activities among
persons belonging to different organizations and social sectors that have a trust relationship with the
administrative leadership in their own constituent organizations and that are acquainted with the social
and technological novelties generated by adaptive leadership. They create opportunities by activating
contacts ‘behind the scene’ and by establishing close personal relationships within the network.

Different types of leadership practices and relational action logics may not only co-exist in MAG;
they also need each other and have to function in synergy to enhance the innovative capacities needed
for the collective. Strengthening and promoting leadership practices according to the needs of the
situation, thus, requires participants developing together contextual sensitivity, dialogical capacities,
and reflexivity. Our case suggests that administrative leadership is predominantly characterized
by a transactional action logic, that adaptive leadership thrives on a transformational logic, while
the bridging function of enabling leadership is possible thanks to an ambidextrous combination or
balancing of transactional and transformational action logics.

Further research is needed to analyze more in-depth the relational action logics of the leadership
functions that can take into account the specific challenges for group development in MAG.
Collaborative action–research is consistent with the relational approach to leadership argued for
in this article (Eden and Huxham 1994; Bradbury and Lichtenstein 2000; Huxham 2000a). Theorizing
and intervening are then conceived as interconnected, and research is conceived as a joint enactment
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of the worlds it wants to help to co-create. Doing research in this way raises however important new
questions about the relational action logics of the researchers and how their research practices may
contribute to a desirable group development for MAG.
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Abstract: In their treatise on meta-organization, Ahrne and Brunsson theorize a distinctive
organizational form, the association of organizations. Meta-organizations have the properties of
formal organizations—boundaries set by determinations of membership, goals, a centre of authority,
and ways of monitoring and sanctioning member behaviors. The theory draws a strong distinction
between meta-organizations and networks, suggesting that similarity among members is the primary
characteristic of meta-organizations, whereas networks signify complementarity and difference.
Meta-organizations serve and are governed by their members, though the meta-organization itself
may develop its own agency and may regulate its members. It is on this basis that Ahrne and Brunsson
develop an account of the dynamics of meta-organizations, placing less emphasis on external sources
of change than on the internal relationships between members and the meta-organization itself.
This paper appraises the theory of meta-organizations, using a case study of Partners in Paediatrics,
a subscription association of health care organizations, as the empirical reference point. Data about
this partnership’s membership and its activities are drawn from 12 ‘annual reports’ covering a 17-year
period. Focusing, particularly, on the membership composition of the Partnership and its relationship
to the changing environment, the case analysis traces the changing character and circumstances of
the Partnership, identifying four distinct phases, and raising questions for meta-organization theory
and its account of meta-organization dynamics.

Keywords: dynamics; boundaries; change; co-evolution; meta-organization; partnership;
institutional environment; composition; membership; healthcare

1. Introduction

There is a growing literature on the dynamics of cooperation among organizations
(see Cropper and Palmer 2008), though Bell, den Ouden, and Ziggers (Bell et al. 2006) argue that the field
is “fragmented, lacks coherence, and has produced non-comparable research”. In their review of 22 longitudinal
cases of inter-organizational collaborations, Majchrzak et al. (2015) start to draw together insights into
dynamics, conceived as changes in the characteristics of inter-organizational collaborations and as patterns
of relationships between sources and characteristics of inter-organizational collaborations. Most studies of
dynamics focus on alliances between two firms, often taking the perspective of one side of the alliance
(Bell et al. 2006). In this paper, by comparison, we focus on associations composed of
multiple organizations, drawing on, and appraising, aspects of the theory of meta-organization
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 2008). Majchrzak et al. (2015) include only one study on the dynamics
of meta-organizations, the study of Sematech by Browning et al. (1995), and no specific attention is
given to the difference in dynamics. The (relatively limited) literature on organizational federations and
associations does contain some studies of importance (e.g., Lowndes and Skelcher 1998; Selsky 1998;
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Traxler 2002). However, insights into the specific character of meta-organizations remain limited and
fragmentary (Berkowitz and Bor 2018; Berkowitz and Dumez 2016).

This paper presents changes in the membership composition of a meta-organization over a 17-year
period and discusses the significance of these changes for the character of the meta-organization.
In the case study, we draw on the annual reports of Partners in Paediatrics (PiP), from its initiation
in 1997 until 2014, to capture what we term the ‘compositional dynamics’ of this formalized
association of organizations (Cropper 2001), which meta-organization theory suggests will have
distinctive characteristics. We understand ‘character’ in institutional terms. As Selznick (1957) observed,
“This patterning [character] is historical, in that it reflects the specific experiences of the particular organization;
it is functional in that it aids the organization to adapt itself to its internal and external social environment;
and it is dynamic, in that it generates new and active forces, especially internal interest-groups . . . .the emergence
of organizational character reflects the irreversible element in experience and choice”. In this paper, we ask
whether closer attention to the institutional environment, to change over time, and to changes in
membership composition would both indicate and explain changes to meta-organizational character
and strengthen the core claims of the theory of meta-organization.

The paper is organized as follows. We start by discussing the characteristics of meta-organizations
and review the literature on dynamics relevant to this associational form of organization. We describe
our methodology and the data included in the study. This is followed by an account and discussion of
the dynamics of the case against the terms of meta-organization theory.

2. Characteristics of Meta-Organizations and Key Sites of Dynamics

In a recent series of publications, Ahrne and Brunsson (2005, 2008, 2011) have proposed that
meta-organizations are a distinct type of inter-organizational entity (Cropper et al. 2008). They stipulate
some characteristics of the form: “meta-organizations are all associations; membership is voluntary and
members can withdraw at will. The purpose of a meta-organization is to work in the interests of all its
members, with all members being equally valuable and membership being based on some form of similarity”
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2008, p. 11). Although, in these senses, meta-organizations may be likened
to other associations, Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) emphasize the significance of the composition of
meta-organizations: Members are organizations not individuals.

Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) also stipulate a formality of character. A meta-organization
“is not the same as a network, class, or society. For people to believe that something is an organization,
it must have members, a hierarchy, autonomy, and a constitution.” (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008, p. 45).
Such formalization, seen as a process and an outcome (Vlaar et al. 2006), creates the conditions for
a ‘decided order’ (Ahrne and Brunsson 2011; Ahrne et al. 2016). Decisions concerning members
specify who are in, and who are out and so set the boundary. The hierarchy exists as a center of
authority: Though this may be no more than a mechanism for making decisions, it may equally
hold the right to issue commands and rules prescribing members’ actions. Such rights and rules
are laid down in constitutions, which may also describe the goals or tasks of the organization.
Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) observe that a meta-organization can gain a degree of autonomy, and become
recognized as an organization in their own right. Formalization can have positive effects in terms
of a meta-organization’s presence and agency; however, it may also provide false impressions of
comprehensibility and controllability (Vlaar et al. 2006).

In their account of dynamics, Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) focus substantially on the composition
and order of the meta-organization, arguing that “meta-organizations can best be understood as being in
a transitional phase between a weak organization with strong members and a strong organization with weak
members” (p. 132). Like other accounts that focus on inherent instabilities (Das and Teng 2000), tensions
(Huxham and Vangen 2000), or dialectics (De Rond and Bouchikhi 2004) in inter-organizational
entities, meta-organization dynamics are held to arise from the interplay between members, the
meta-organization, and their collective activities. Although Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) explain the
formation of a meta-organization as a move on the environment, they say less about the way the
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meta-organization might continue to respond to field influences as a source of change. The boundary
between organizations and their environment is moved, but a new boundary and set of relationships
both within the meta-organization and between the meta-organization and its environment are
produced. Other accounts of organizational change, including the co-evolutionary perspective, recently
reexamined by Rodrigues and Child (2003, 2008), frame dynamics essentially in terms of the mutual
and reciprocal influence between an organization as a collective effort or strategy and its environment
(see also Barnett et al. 2000; Selsky 1998). We move on to discuss institutional environment and
membership composition as sources of dynamics using a third lens—that of patterned transitions
through time, i.e., history.

2.1. Institutional Environment

The environment of organizations is unpredictable and meta-organizations are an
attempt at organizing salient parts of the environment (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008). As Ahrne and
Brunsson (2008, p. 56) note, “Creating meta-organizations entails the reduction of environment and an increase
in organization—transforming part of what was once the members’ environment into organization. Instead of
constituting each other’s environment, the organization’s members become members in the same organization.”
A new and additional organization is formed while no organization is ‘lost’ (unlike in a merger or
acquisition). Members, thus, “retain their organizational boundaries, but a new boundary is placed around
them all.” (p. 64). While the meta-organization organizes part of the environment, the environment does
not disappear. Ahrne and Brunsson note, “To a great extent, organizations must accept the environment
as it is and adapt to it rather than attempt to control it.” (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008, p. 56). However,
the meta-organization still needs to deal with its environment and so do the members. Frequently,
meta-organizations seek deliberately to influence and to change their environments (and that of the
members) for the benefit of the members. Meta-organization theory says little about this ongoing work.
In his analysis of the developmental dynamics in non-profit federations, Selsky (1998) observes that the
federation’s dynamics include both forms of adaptation and efforts at construction. Adaptation consists
in the federated referent organization’s (FRO; Selsky’s term is conceptually close to meta-organizations)
responses to “influences and pressures from constituent member organizations, domain elites, and the wider
context of resource and policy environments in which they operate.” (p. 298). Construction is where the FRO
seeks to shape the context through its own presence and actions. This can be understood in terms of
co-evolution (Rodrigues and Child 2003), whereby the environment influences the meta-organization,
but, at the same time, the meta-organization influences the environment. Rodrigues and Child (2003)
recognize three system levels, that of the macro (the general environment), the meso (the immediate
environment), and the micro (the organization internal), which interact. Preempting Rodrigues and
Child (2008) work, Selsky concludes that the developmental dynamics of the FRO are characterized
by a continuous interplay between the FRO and its context, in which it seeks to maintain effective
alignment between its strategy and the significant elements of the field within which it is set. However,
becoming an actor that can influence its environment requires a high degree of coordination and a
strengthened common identity, according to Ahrne and Brunsson, and may increase the need for
similarity among members. In addition, one of the issues with meta-organizations is that the member
organizations as individual organizations also remain embedded within their environment; they can
act and attempt to influence their environment as well. We expect much more of an active and complex
relationship to the remaining environment than simple acceptance.

2.2. Membership Composition

Membership of a meta-organization is a voluntary decision by organizations: “As members,
they keep most of their autonomy and identity as independent organizations” (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008,
p. 3). Organizations need a reason for becoming and remaining a member, and many organizations
may choose to stay outside meta-organizations they would be eligible to join. This is particularly
the case for those with the ability to influence their environment successfully on their own, or where
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they expect status, identity, or operating flexibility to be maintained outside the meta-organization.
Staying outside a meta-organization can, however, “reduce the possibility of interacting with its members or
worsen the conditions for interaction” (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008, pp. 87–88) and it can raise questions and
speculations from the environment about why it is not a member.

Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) assume that the decision by organizations to become a member
and the decision to accept members is based on some form of similarity, belonging to a group of
organizations. Yet they also note “many of the conflicts that exist in meta-organizations are about the extent
to which the members should be similar to each other” (Ahrne and Brunsson 2008, p. 100). A lack of
similarity may lead to difficulties as it may make it difficult to identify meaningful interaction or
collective action for all members. They suggest that meta-organizations can create a different category of
members, associate members, to allow non-similar members to engage, while preserving the similarity
among main members. The nature of the required similarity among members remains, however,
somewhat unclear. Their specification is that members “perform similar tasks and strive for similar things”
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2008, p. 60). Berkowitz and Dumez (2016) found that the membership of oil and gas
organizations in meta-organizations shows significant variety with membership commonly from different
sectors and hence different types of organizations (public, private, non-governmental organizations, etc.).
Similarity, may then be found more in identification with the purpose of the meta-organization than in
performing similar tasks or, as Ahrne and Brunsson suggest, some other ‘family resemblance’. The focus
of Ahrne and Brunsson, as well as other scholars writing about meta-organizations, has primarily been
on the relation between the members and the meta-organization. Because they stipulate the criterion of
similarity so strongly, they say less about the composition, about the limits to variety or difference, or the
ways of handling difference and change in composition over time.

In what follows, we consider the dynamics that arise at the external boundary—those between
the meta-organization and the environment—and those generated by the composition of the
meta-organization as seen in terms of its membership and the activity that is decided and pursued on
their behalf by the meta-organization.

3. Method & Data

Using a single-case study design, we explore aspects of a significant phenomenon under rare
circumstances (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007), a partnership’s life from its inception in 1997 to its
position in the healthcare sector in the UK 17 years later. We draw on the series of publicly available
reports, published annually or biennially (they are referred to as Annual Reports or Partnership
Reports) that offer narrative accounts of the work of ‘Partners in Paediatrics’ (the Partnership).
The twelve reports published during this period give a rich, cumulative, and reflective account
of the purpose, membership, and activities of the Partnership. Typically, the reports profile the
activity of the Partnership during the reporting period and discuss its significance in relation to the
Partnership’s purpose and context. The Reports do not give a clear sense of the relationship between
the meta-organization itself and its members, except in the discussions of what has been achieved
or not achieved, by the Partnership on behalf of the membership. They say little about members’
motives in joining or leaving the Partnership. Nevertheless, they offer a sense of pattern through
time. We have summarized the Reports, year-by-year and section-by-section, tracking the changes in
Partnership structure, membership, work streams/activity, resourcing, and claims about achievement
and impact. There are clear continuities in each of these, but there is also disjuncture. As well as
exploring the internal bases of change, we have also noted where the Reports comment on how it is
connected to its environment, both through the member organizations, but also directly as an actor in
its own right. Duriau et al. (2007) note the value of annual reports as a source of data for longitudinal
analysis, they also caution that there are limitations, e.g., such reports tend to be strongly biased to
positive accounts of the organization, and they present, essentially, a singular view. We recognize this
and the potential for a lack of chronological precision given the irregular production of the reports
and the movement between the Partnership age and calendar date across the reports. Nevertheless,
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the content of the reports allows for checks on sequence, period, and date, and the tone of these twelve
reports is not wholly self-satisfied: As much as reporting success, they identify and explain tensions
and frustrations, not least in the Partnership’s capacity to produce change. Several of the reports take
‘change’ as the central theme and offer reflective comments in which connections are made between
the Partnership, its ambitions and capacities, the receptiveness, or otherwise of the Partnership’s
environment, and the degree of alignment between these.

Analysis of this data allows us to explore both the question of the character of the Partnership,
in terms of the formal characteristics of meta-organizations, and to track certain forms of dynamics that
have been significant in the evolution of the Partnership. This will also allow us to offer an empirically
informed appraisal of important arguments within meta-organization theory.

We start with a brief account of four phases in the life of the Partnership:

(i) Initiation and formalization of the Partnership;
(ii) a period focused on the promotion and organized exploration of ‘wide area managed clinical

networks’ as a means of organizing pediatric services;
(iii) a stalling of energy and progress on wide area managed clinical networks; and
(iv) competition for wide area network leadership, and a split agenda within the Partnership.

These phases are a temporal bracketing (Langley 2010) in which we identify continuities within
phases and discontinuities in character at the frontiers. Between phase (i) and (ii), the discontinuity
concerns changes in the constitution of the Partnership, and, particularly, its formalization. Between
phase (ii) and (iii), the discontinuity concerns the change in membership composition and a stable
programme of collectively organized activity. In addition, between phase (iii) and (iv), the discontinuity
concerns institutional pressures (conducive or adverse/disrupted policy and influence from powerful
actors, both within the Partnership and from outside). This next section serves to introduce the
partnership, its evolution through 17 years, and events that have affected its character. The section that
then follows comments specifically on the compositional dynamics of the Partnership, a consequence
of internal tensions that arise from the meta-organizational form, but also from the circumstances that
shape its membership, and from the patterns of membership themselves. The paper concludes with a
brief response to Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) specification of the character of meta-organizations, and
some suggestions for future research.

4. Partners in Paediatrics: Environment and Partnership (Co-)Evolution

In this section, we draw out two sets of observations about Partners in Paediatrics (PiP) as it has
evolved over time and about the sources of this change. First, we comment on the effects of the changing
environment on the Partnership. Like recent studies of co-evolution (Rodrigues and Child 2003, 2008),
the UK health sector—the National Health Service (NHS)—is rich with institutions, and is highly
politicised. The professions have influence and the administrative hierarchy remains a significant
factor in institutional and ideological forces, which are seen as the process of translating the most
significant of influences, policy—or rather myriad policies, often ambiguous, and contradictory—into
effect. We also map the changing composition of the Partnership, and the effects that a changing
membership mix has on the character of the Partnership.

4.1. Partnership (Co-)Evolution: Four Phases of the Meta-Organisation in Its (Changing) Environment

4.1.1. Phase 1: Initiation, Formation, and Formalization

Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, p. 79) observe that the meta-organizations they studied
“typically started at conferences to which all relevant parties were invited.” The Partnership was, indeed,
initiated by representatives (pediatricians and managers) of nine general hospitals (NHS provider
organizations are constitutionally designated as ‘Trusts’) who met in November 1997 to “discuss the
opportunities for developing greater collaborative links between providers of paediatrics in this geographical
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area . . . There are already signs that collaborations are developing in an informal way . . . ” . . . . (Letter of
Invitation, 6 October 1997).

Behind the invitation and the list of invitees was concern about the effects of the internal market
established within the NHS from 1991 on the planning and resourcing of pediatric hospital services.
The internal market separated provider organizations from commissioners of services, the latter being
charged with defining and securing services to meet the health care needs of their local population.
Commissioners hold authority over the organization of services and access to services through their
decisions about the services they specify and fund. As Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, p. 65) observe, “If a
field already has a high degree of order, one might think the need for a meta-organization is less; yet another
type of order may be desired.” The call for greater collaboration was in the face of incentives towards
competition between provider organizations, a lack of meaningful dialogue between commissioners
and provider organizations about services required, especially more specialized services, and how best
to secure them. At a second meeting of this group one month later, the group agreed on a Statement of
Purpose, outlining the rationale and proposed activity of a Partnership:

“The driving purpose of the collaboration is to improve the quality and accessibility of services for
children across the area served by the participating hospitals.”. (AR1: p. 3)

Three objectives were also specified:

• Balancing local needs and provision of high quality specialist services;
• managing manpower, training, and research; and
• Advising commissioning agencies and groups re. paediatric services. (AR1: p. 3)

The three objectives can be seen consistently to have guided the activities of the Partnership.
The initiating group of hospitals could be said to have two similarities—identity and interest.

In terms of similarity of identity, the nine hospitals invited to the first exploratory meetings were all
general hospitals providing secondary care services for their local populations (250–400,000): All had
pediatric divisions, generally small compared to other divisions, e.g., medical or surgical, within the
hospital. In addition, all served communities in the triangle set between three major cities and their
Children’s Hospitals. The Children’s Hospitals provide specialist, tertiary services to the wider region
and its population (usually several million), and potentially very specialist services for still larger
populations. However, they also provide general secondary services for the children within their city
hinterlands. In part, because of difficulties of access to the tertiary services in the Children’s Hospitals,
but also because Pediatrics was following the tendency within medicine towards greater specialization
of training and practice, the larger general hospitals were starting to develop specialist services within
their general pediatric offer. Nearby, smaller, general hospital units were then referring patients to
them as well as, or instead of, to Children’s Hospitals for specialist opinions and treatment. Among the
nine general hospitals that formed the Partnership, there were shared interests and concerns about
a) the quality and range of healthcare provision in the general hospitals, even the larger ones, could,
themselves, viably provide, and b) whether access to specialist services that the Children’s Hospitals
were funded to provide was fair or adequate. They agreed it was not.

From the discussions and the statement of the purpose that was fashioned by this group came a
decision, relatively rapidly, to formalize arrangements. The first annual report notes:

“The group is suggesting strengthening the organizational basis . . . as a means of identifying
and pursuing shared agendas where joint action could bring benefit. This would also mean some
formalisation of the Partnership itself: its boundaries, so far open, might be more visible and the terms
of membership more defined and conditional on appropriate contribution to the work of the group.”
(AR1: p. 13)

By September 1998, as the Partnership moved towards a more formal constitution,
representatives of 14 Trusts were actively involved. At the [second] Conference, there was a report:

44



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 42

“to the Chief Executives of the participating Trusts on the progress made to date and to seek a mandate
to continue with this work . . . . the Chief Executives requested a written summary report before
agreeing to a financial contribution to support the further work of the Partnership . . . . A further
‘Open’ meeting was held in January 1999, to conclude the work of Year 1, to agree the programme
of work for Year 2, establish the formation of the Steering Group and appoint its ‘officers’ . . . ”
(AR1: pp. 1–2)

The agreement of the Chief Executives signaled, it was understood, the commitment of each
member organization to the Partnership. Subscription fee levels varied depending on size of hospital,
but, in all other respects, it was a ‘partnership of equals’ represented on the Partnership Steering Group.
(AR1, p. 5). There is a reminder of the governance arrangements in each Annual Report and many
more detailed explanations in the early years (AR1, pp. 4, 12–19; AR2, p. 7; AR3, pp. 5–6) and in later
Reports from the Chair of the Partnership (AR7, p. 3; AR12, pp. 1–2).

Not all Trusts involved in the formation joined: Four community health trusts, responsible for
providing health care outside hospitals to local communities, did not continue into Year 2. However,
another community health trust did join the general hospitals in founding the Partnership, and there is
evidence in an evaluation reported in AR3 that the issue was one of the relevance of the agenda and
priorities, which focused on secondary and tertiary care rather than the community- and home-based
care that was the main business of this other type of health care provider organization.

Appointed officers of the Partnership formed a core group, a management and coordinating
center for the Partnership. Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) stipulate a ‘center of authority’, responsible for
decision-making within the meta-organization, which we take, in this instance, to refer to the Steering
Group: They also note that the meta-organization may be allowed, or may develop, a certain degree
of agency independent of the members, and that the dynamics of governance between members
and the meta-organization itself are a matter of central interest in understanding the character of
any meta-organization. Early in the Partnership’s development, the sense of collective and mutual
responsibility was promoted. For example, a coordinated action to map the availability of specialist
practitioners in the member Trusts reported that:

“The Partnership members have all agreed to adopt a protocol to share information and accept
influence from the Partnership concerning the appointment of consultants and this, together with the
development of a strategy and service plan, will be the foundation stones for provider collaboration in
service delivery in the future.” (AR2, p. 13)

Attention to governance, as a means of deciding on its programme of activity, as a means of
rendering account, and as a source of legitimacy with members (Human and Provan 2000), reveals the
careful development of the (internal) relationship between the Partnership and its members. However,
it is equally clear from the Reports that the Partnership was also developing its connections to the
wider scene.

4.1.2. Phase 2: Wide Area Managed Clinical Networks

The formalization of the Partnership coincided almost with a significant change in the
policy environment. First, a trenchant critique of policy attention to children and young people
(Aynsley-Green et al. 2000) meant that the government was urgently issuing new national guidance.
The first tranche (Department of Health 2003) focused attention on the quality of care within the
hospital setting. AR5 (pp. 5–6), issued at the end of 2003, provides a detailed comparison of
the policy mandate, with the work of the Partnership boosting the legitimacy of the Partnership,
and strengthening the hand of those stakeholders who would recognize the Partnership’s value.
The policy also asks for closer partnership among organizations. In this second phase of the Partnership,
an idea becomes central to the work of the Partnership. A ‘managed clinical network’ is defined as
“linked groups of health professionals and organisations from primary, secondary and tertiary care working
in a co-ordinated manner, unconstrained by existing professional and existing [organisational] boundaries to
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ensure equitable provision of high quality services.” (Baker and Lorimer 2000, p. 1152) This idea captures
exactly the task set by the Partnership. It was also starting to receive significant attention nationally
(e.g., NHS Confederation 2001). In both respects, the Partnership was ahead of the crowd.

The (long) second phase of development of the Partnership involved a series of projects, several
running at any time, to apply the idea of the managed clinical network to the services identified as
priorities for improvement. This work evidently took the Partnership beyond its membership. Thus,
we observe a distinction drawn between the members of the Partnership (listed in each Report) and the
full range of participants that are reported to be contributing. Members have attendance and voting
rights at the Steering Group/Board of the Partnership. Moreover, they are mentioned as privileged
beneficiaries of the Partnership. However, participants are also important. The following appears in a
number of the Annual Reports:

“We are an open organization and as such are keen to work with anyone to help further our aims.
Please get in touch if you are interested in getting involved in any of our projects.”. (AR4, p. 2)

Participants, from non-member organizations help to populate the Partnership’s Working Groups.
They bring reputation, expertise, and energy, and act as ambassadors to their own organizations and to
other significant stakeholders. This cast of agents at, or just beyond, the boundary of the Partnership,
but who also are invited into, or encroach on, the Partnership, has clear significance in making and
sustaining the Partnership. The Partnership’s boundaries are in place, but they are low and porous,
and the presence and actions of non-members shape the character of the Partnership.

Within this period, there was also significant interchange between the Partnership and other
stakeholders. Learning is shared widely among a range of beneficiaries rather than restricted to
membership as ‘club goods’ would be. At the macro level, the Partnership was recognized nationally,
and internationally, for its work in exploring how managed networks could work for pediatric services,
even if market practices and a strong sense of hierarchical control remained central to the NHS. At the
meso-level, the Reports suggest that its most important external relations are at the regional or strategic
levels, where the scale of the geographical responsibility of NHS organizations matched that of the
Partnership and its focus on wide-area managed clinical networks for specialist services. There are
references to strong links to the Strategic Health Authority and to projects supported and funded by that
influential external organization. The Annual Reports start, after five years, to suggest that the more
localized, commissioning organizations that purchase health services from providers for their populations
are also engaging with the Partnership: “Commissioners are well-represented as advisers . . . ” (AR5, p. 5), and
“PiP has a lot of knowledge about services that could assist the commissioners . . . ” (p. 6). AR6 then reports that
the Partnership has been able to establish a means of conducting relations with the commissioners, at a
scale that would potentially enable coordinated action: “This year, PiP and commissioners have formed the
Paediatric Specialised Services Steering Group. The group’s overall objective is to develop strategic planning advice
with commissioners for development and deployment of paediatric services across . . . .the PiP area. This is a huge
step in taking PiP’s service projects forward” (AR6, p. 3).

4.1.3. Phase 3: Wide Area Networks Stalling

However, ARs 5 and 6 also suggest a turning point, in part as a consequence of continuing changes
to the organizational structure of the NHS. AR5 notes a ‘whole new set of challenges’: “It had always
been an issue for PiP how most effectively to engage with multiple commissioners. . . . With the advent . . . .of
Primary Care Trusts (PCT), PiP now has a significantly altered landscape within which to plan and develop
services. On the one hand, the environment is more complex; fourteen PCTs as opposed to five Health Authorities
. . . On the other hand, PCTs are not solely commissioners but also significant providers of services to children.
This latter point represents an opportunity for PiP.” (AR5, p. 3). The membership now includes three
PCTs, which have both commissioner and provider responsibilities—the internal market structure had
been compromised by the latest NHS reorganisation. The commissioning arm was responsible for
securing all children’s secondary care services and access to tertiary care. That these organizations are
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members is therefore significant. We note, however, that it is likely that PCTs became members because
community services for children have been transferred from what were member organizations, now
reorganized, into their newly-mandated provider ‘arms’.

The Partnership also notes that “...ultimately PiP is only as strong as its member commitments will
allow.” (AR5, p8) and, most tellingly: “Where members have been most frustrated is in implementing proposals
for collaborative service change and development. As a partnership, PiP has no power or authority to effect
change: authority lies with individual members and through the commissioning systems. Where issues require a
view across services, or across health localities, there has often been uncertainty about whose responsibility it is
to mandate, lead, or take action. PiP has been able to help in coordinating action where there is commitment
from interested parties.” (AR6, p. 6). Subsequent Annual Reports, therefore, reflect on the limits to the
Partnership’s ability to effect planned change. Initial steps to implement plans for networks in pediatric
gastroenterology and in surgery are reported, with investments by groups of members on behalf of
the Partnership. However, these do not pay off as planned, in part, because supporting investments
from other members, needed to develop and sustain the new planned patterns of service delivery,
do not materialize in time. The Partnership is not alone in this, but it has evidently understood that
Baker and Lorimer’s (2000) warning that managed clinical networks are difficult to implement and
sustain is well-founded. Second, the serial reorganization of the local NHS not only affects the
membership composition of the Partnership, but also disrupts its immediate environment, with
repeated change to commissioning organizations and to the regional/strategic tier at which scale the
managed clinical networks would have had a natural alignment. (see Paton 2014).

4.1.4. Phase 4: Split Agenda and Competition for Field (Meta-) Organization

Column 5 of Table 1, as shown below, shows that membership of the Partnership had incrementally
become more varied. The general hospital trusts were no longer the dominant majority: A substantial
minority of members are community service trusts, and yet the activities of the Partnership have only
marginally met the interests of these organizations. AR5 explores different future programmes of
activity: One of these involved “drawing away from PiP’s focus on care for the acutely ill child.” Then,
AR6 reports that a project had been initiated to address issues in Child Protection. As it had done
for the specialist acute services, the Partnership had seen, earlier than other agencies, problems with
the quality and accessibility of services. It assertively pursued this problem. A project group both
incorporated and supported Police and Social Services organizations and health service commissioners.
Its work was covered in each subsequent Annual Report, including, ultimately, a note reporting
tangible improvements to services.

By 2009, a split in activity and in the Partnership is apparent, reflecting different member interests
and a changing relationship between the Partnership and one powerful member, the Children’s Hospital,
responsible for tertiary services to the general hospitals that are still a majority of the members. It is the
only Children’s Hospital that remains a subscribing member. Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) note that when
a meta-organization and its members become too similar, there is no need for the meta-organization.
AR10 reports that the Children’s Hospital “approached PiP with a proposal to use their membership to
work collaboratively in developing regional specialist networks. They plan to use the independence of the PiP
Board to ensure that developments are prioritised and owned by providers . . . .and that the requirements of
all members are accounted for at the planning stage. In order to take this on the main change for PiP will be
the requirement to accept new members from across the region. PiP members are currently considering this
proposal.” (AR10, p. 2). AR11 reports “we have continued to work more closely with [the Children’s Hospital]
in the work around developing a strategy for specialist clinical networks” and, significantly, “establishing clear
governance arrangements . . . will be achieved through creating a Board and two sub-committees; one focusing
on acute service networks and the other focusing on integrated community pathways.” (AR11, p. 3). This
‘internal jolt’—the division of activity and of member interests into wide area networks and local
service projects—was reported as proceeding. However, AR12 also reports two external ‘jolts’. The
new government, elected in 2010, passed the Health and Social Care Act 2012. Despite promises not to
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pursue more structural change, it does so, creating still more fragmentary and numerous commissioning
organizations—now called Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs). AR12 also notes the ‘establishment
of the [regional] Strategic Clinical Network [SCN] (Maternity and Children) and the Clinical Senate.” Whilst
an official endorsement of the clinical network as a core mode of organizing by the NHS, the report
of the annual conference for 2012 notes challenges to the Partnership’s role, stating that “We need
to bring existing local/informal networks into the work of the SCN . . . and involve all stakeholders.” For a
Partnership that had been recognized for the depth and richness of clinical engagement, and for its
work to develop and support informal and formal clinical networks, this was a significant threat.
Nevertheless, AR12 remains optimistic:

“PiP has continued to be a stable and influencing advocate for children and young people. The focus
on improving health outcomes . . . across the region remains as strong as it did when the organization
started in 1997. The organization has actively responded to the ‘external’ challenges—whilst
also reviewing itself as an organization and strengthening its governance arrangements.” (AR12,
Chair’s Foreword, p. 2)

The focus for the future (AR12, p. 13) sets out activities that are less about change through the
redesign of services as networks—representation of members, facilitation of interaction and support
to informal networks, education and sharing good practice, developing and monitoring standards,
guidelines and quality improvement measures, and engagement with children and young people
as service users. These match more closely to the functions of a meta-organization discussed by
Ahrne and Brunsson (2008). In terms of the Partnership’s membership, there is a broadening of
the appeal: The Report advises “All NHS and social care organizations involved in, or concerned with
the provision, commissioning or regulation of services for children and young people are eligible to become a
member.” (AR12, p. 15). Yet, the membership profile shows a clear return to the general hospital as the
dominant member type.

Table 1, as shown below, provides a more systematic enumeration of the membership of the
Partnership, and change in membership composition year by year. It also notes the degree to which
the policy environment is conducive to attention and action on children’s services and to collaborative
approaches to service provision and improvement. Both affect the Partnership’s ability to attract
membership and to influence, through work with external organizations, the environment to the
members’ advantage.
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4.2. Membership and the Consequences of Compositional Change

In this section, we consider how the composition of the Partnership, set out in Table 1, has changed,
why it may have done so, and with what consequences. We focus here on membership composition
and change, and, particularly, on the criterion of ‘member similarity’, since this is the principal point
of reference in meta-organization theory.

First, we note that the Partnership has survived. The Partnership is ‘of’, but not ‘in’, the NHS.
Members are exclusively drawn from the NHS and the composition of the Partnership has been heavily
influenced by the embeddedness of its membership in that structure, which dominates the field of
children’s health care. However, the Partnership itself is not subject directly to the policy decisions
that shape it and its local organizational structure. It has survived because its overall membership has
been sustained at or above a critical mass.

Second, however, the Partnership’s membership has changed. The question of similarity and
variety in membership is not addressed directly in the Annual Reports, although there are a number of
points we can infer. Membership grew rapidly in the three years following the Partnership’s inception
and then stabilized. It is not a large membership (19 members are listed at the maximum), and so
the admission of a new partner or the loss of even one member is of some significance—these events
are indicated in the Annual Reports. There has been a high degree of continuity of membership
of the founder members—a group of general hospitals and one of the Children’s Hospitals has
remained a member since it joined in 2001 as has one Primary Care Trust (PCT), also joining in 2001.
This year is the point at which the criterion of ‘similarity’, that Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) suggest
is characteristic of the meta-organization, becomes a question of significance. Whilst these two new
members may share an interest in ‘improving the quality and accessibility of children’s services’,
(taken from the Partnership’s statement of purpose, this being the declared criterion by which to judge
an organization’s suitability to join), they are quite different types of organization.

In its first phase, the membership of the Partnership is at its most coherent or homogeneous,
dominated by general hospitals concerned to improve access to specialized services, potentially
by developing their own, collaboratively. The Annual Reports use a self-referential term, “in the
geographical area covered by the participating organisations”, but there are also references in later Reports
to an extension of the geographical field to cover fully a region served by the long-standing Children’s
Hospital member. The majority of new members listed in the final Annual Report reviewed (AR12)
are general hospitals, these identifying with the Partnership and with the Children’s Hospital, and
admitted following a decision by the Partnership to extend its geographical area to match the service
catchment of the Children’s Hospital. This, and the loss of the PCTs as members (abolished in a
further NHS reorganization), shifts the balance of membership decisively back towards the general
hospitals category.

Between these two periods, Table 1 indicates how variety has increased and how the membership
has become spread, indeed split, between members of several types: First, the admission of the
community service trusts, then, the organizations of primary interest to the Partnership founders,
the Children’s Hospitals; and the commissioning organizations also identified as essential in the
objectives of the Partnership. In its most inclusive statement of eligibility to join, AR 11 (p3) has, within
the Partnership’s prospectus, a further broadening of intent: “ . . . not only in continuing to support the
current network of health care staff across the [region] but also developing new networks across the healthcare and
well-being sectors.” The final appeal in AR12 is to the widest set of organizations interested in children’s
health and social care to join the partnership. The criterion of similarity, spelt out in membership
decisions, has, at this moment, significantly broadened, although there is no evidence in the Annual
Reports of this in the new members admitted to the Partnership—rather, the converse.

Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) note that meta-organizations may define their membership in
well-established terms or establish new categories of organization to influence the organizational
field. In the case of the Partnership, the criterion for membership cuts across established ways of
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distinguishing NHS organizations and joins them in terms of their interest and responsibility for the
quality of children’s’ services.

The (changing) mix of members is a significant factor in understanding the character of this
meta-organization. The trajectory, or series of transitions in composition and activity, moved the
Partnership to a point where there was sufficient variety in member identity, and in activity, to lead to
proposals for internal division. Thus, AR11 announces “PiP looks forward to expanding its networks, and
further involvement of healthcare partners, by establishing clear governance arrangements. This will be achieved
through creating a Board and two sub-committees; one focusing on acute service networks and the other focusing
on integrated community pathways . . . .” (p. 3). It is also important to note, in the complexity of identity
and affiliation, the changes to the geography of the Partnership. This has come gradually, through
member withdrawals and new affiliations, to align more fully with the NHS ‘regions’—institutional
or administrative identities. In a rich institutional context, where the meta-organization is inevitably
highly embedded, there will be many competing ways of defining similarity, and tensions arising,
then, in the definition of membership: Leaving the primary criterion of similarity broadly-defined
invites a continuing, or recurrent, negotiation of the essential character of the meta-organization.

Third, there are some questions raised by the case about the terms in which member organizations
understand the implications of membership. Ahrne and Brunsson (2008) account places the greatest
emphasis on the formality of the meta-organization as an organization, and on the status of admission
to membership of the meta-organization: The organization is admitted as a member and that carries
with it a defined set of responsibilities and rights. Ahrne and Brunsson’s conception leads them to the
position that meta-organizations will be able to access all the necessary ‘interests and resources’ of
their members. The Annual Reports indicate that the commitment of the whole organization cannot
simply be assumed. This is exactly Ahrne and Brunsson’s point—that the meta-organization turns
the environmental order into organization—it is an intervention within a field. Members’ autonomy
and own governance is potentially affected by membership of the meta-organization and this may be
uncomfortable and even resisted. Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, p. 65) observe “Whether or not, and to what
degree, organizations that were once part of the environment are more easily influenced and more predictable
will vary from case to case. . . . The world will not necessarily be an easier place in a meta-organization than in
an environment; rather it will tend to be more complex in many respects. From an environment that is often
cumbersome may emerge an organization that is often cumbersome . . . ”. Stringer (1967) account of the
multi-organization is less demanding: He conceives this arrangement as “the union of parts of several
organisations, each part being a subset of the interests of its own organisation” (p. 107), and variability in
members’ responses is then a practical and empirical question rather than a matter for definition.
The key point is that variability might be expected, especially where the meta-organization is both
more inclusive in its membership and less powerful in terms of its capacity to direct members and to
monitor and sanction member behavior. To allow for an understanding of the variation and dynamics
in meta-organizations, we suggest it is necessary to consider carefully the ‘internal’ boundaries of the
meta-organization—that is, the extent to which the meta-organization can call upon the membership of
its individual constituents for the collective purpose. In the Partnership, all members have an interest
in, and responsibility for, children’s care. However, that interest and identity are more or less central to
each organization. For the Children’s Hospital, it is all. For the general hospital, community services
trust, or the commissioner, it is one of many sources of identity and one of many responsibilities.
Such understandings, embedded historically in the NHS and the wider care sector, cross-cut the
Partnership’s defining characteristic. In forming, the Partnership has sought to strengthen the identity
and status of children’s’ services, and the potential of the Partnership to enact this purpose becomes
defined and redefined, in part, in its membership.

Changes in policy can also disturb such understandings and thinking about membership.
Two examples reveal the complexities of identity and the tensions between similarity and difference
that Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, especially Chapter 5) suggest characterise meta-organizations. First,
the Partnership, consisting of children’s health service providers, had set out to engage with NHS
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commissioners. Successive Annual Reports comment on the difficulties in achieving such a bridging
role between the Partnership and commissioners in its immediate environment. National policy and
changes to the local organization of the NHS created a new ‘hybrid’ organisation—the Primary Care
Trust. The Foreword to Annual Report 5 made comment on the possibilities this opened:

“The year 2002–2003 marked the beginning of a whole new set of challenges . . . .Not least . . . the
fundamental change to the commissioning environment in which we now all operate. It has always
been an issue for PiP how most effectively to engage with multiple commissioners . . . . [Now] . . .
PCTs are not solely commissioners but also significant providers of services to children. The latter
point represents an opportunity for PiP . . . to see the PCTs not solely as commissioners but as full
partners in the provision of seamless care for children. If we all begin to use this vision as a means to
inform our thinking about how PiP might develop in the future, then the year 2002/2003 may come to
be seen as the dawn of a new phase in the evolving story of Partners in Paediatrics.”

Table 1 shows that PCTs did indeed become members of the Partnership, though relationships
between the Partnership and NHS commissioning functions continued to be pursued formally in a
forum which brought together all commissioners—non-member PCTs as well as member PCTs—but
only for a part of the Partnership’s geographical area. This lack of ‘fit’ between the structures
and territories of the NHS commissioning and the Partnership has been a recurrent theme in the
Annual Reports.

The second example concerns the attempt to affiliate organizations, newly-created by policy,
during a later phase of the Partnership. Annual Report 7 (pp. 7, 9) talks of the new structures
called ‘Children’s Trusts’ to which the Partnership should relate. There is no record of any Children’s
Trust joining the Partnership. A shared concern with the quality of children’s services was not a
sufficiently strong source of attraction. Directly related to children’s services, these organisations
identified with—indeed, incorporated—the formal organisations of not only the health service and
public health, but also social care, education, and criminal justice. More competitors to the Partnership
than likely members, these organisations were, in any event, soon dissolved by a further round of
policy change. Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, p. 105) explain this by talking of ‘wrong similarities’,
where the primary identifications do not coincide. The Partnership attaches to the NHS and to health
services for children—later attempts to extend beyond this primary identification—the child protection
project, invitational messages, etc.—produced participants but did not attract new members.

Fourthly, nevertheless, we note the emphasis placed in the Annual Reports on the value
of participation by non-members on the character and productive work of the Partnership.
Huxham and Vangen (2000) account of the ambiguities and complexities of participation in
collaborative arrangements in general helps to check and enrich the formalized sense of the
meta-organization set out by Ahrne and Brunsson. In this light, it may draw too strong a boundary
around the meta-organization, and place too heavy an emphasis on the principle of ‘decided order’.
Although the Partnership has formalities, and members have certain privileges of governance,
nevertheless, the boundaries are less definite than Ahrne and Brunsson suggest. We make two points
here. First, as Barnett et al. (2000) argue, the growth dynamics of collective action systems—R&D
consortia in their case—is where the generalist meta-organization would have an advantage over those
with narrower bases—their reference point is the range of functions and activities rather than member
identities, but our case narrative suggests these may be closely related. They propose ‘contagion’ as
the mechanism by which meta-organizations would recruit new members. From the annual reports,
it might be understood that the ethos of openness has attracted interest and participation rather than
membership from the wider identity group—all those concerned with children’s services—rather
than the narrower heartland of pediatric services. This may not be ‘free-riding’ behavior, but rather
discrimination between associational opportunities: The Partnership has used ‘participation’ as a
source of legitimacy and as a means of influence over external stakeholders. In addition, the extension
of the Partnership into its environment is a response to membership composition. The changing
relationships the Partnership has with the environment arise as membership composition changes.
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The salience of the Police and of Social Services as elements of the environment arose, as the growth
in membership by community service organizations demanded a strand of activity that would
engage those members and justify their continuing membership. Second, in their account of the
‘external control’ of organizations, Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) suggest that it is helpful to consider
organizations not simply in terms of the ‘formal boundaries’ defined by membership and structure,
but to consider behavior and activity as the in vivo points at which to cut the web of organization.
In this sense, the analysis not just of affiliation and support, but also of activity, is of importance.
The formalities of Partnership governance are given attention: AR12 starts with a statement from
the Chair that “The organization has actively responded to the ‘external’ challenges—whilst also reviewing
itself as an organization and strengthening its governance arrangements.” (p. 2). However, the dominant
message is that the boundaries of significance to the members are set by the meaningful and productive
activity of the Partnership rather than the niceties of its formal constitution. Outcomes are not wholly
in the Partnership’s control and there is frequent reference to the need and desirability of close
connection to the health service commissioners, to the Strategic Health Authority, to Children’s Trusts
and the Directors of Children’s Services, and so on. The external work is also ‘internal work’, and the
Partnership is, consequently, emergent as much as decided, dependent, at the least, on decisions of
others about how to manage their environment, including the Partnership.

5. Conclusions

There is much in Ahrne and Brunsson’s account of meta-organizations that is recognizable in
our case study. We note the formalized character of the Partnership and the effort made to produce
a ‘decided order’, and the Partnership as ‘an attempt’ to reshape and influence the field of interest;
and we note the work of the Partnership both to structure the contributions of and interactions among
members, and to promote collective presence, voice, and action. The theory of meta-organization
has validity as a means of asking questions of, ‘seeing’ and describing, analytically, the character and
dynamics of the Partnership as a meta-organization. However, our analysis of the accounts of the
Partnership nevertheless raises questions for the theory of meta-organization.

First, the theory of meta-organization takes a strong position on the characteristics that define the
form, and Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, p. 92) suggest that where difference and complementarity are the
basis for engagement an associational form would not be a natural choice; rather, they would expect a
network. The case study of PiP suggests two possibilities for consideration. Either the partnership,
both in its varied membership composition and in its pursuit, as a primary aim of collective action
might be a hybrid, for example, a ‘whole network’ in Provan et al. (2007) terms, formally constituted
and bounded, but with accepted variety. Alternatively, the Partnership may have evolved through
phases from association to network and back towards association, in response to experience in and
signals from its environment, but also seeking to follow the will of its members and to distinguish the
Partnership clearly from its members’ capabilities. This would be the explanation of co-evolutionary
scholars. A third possibility looks to the theory: Meta-organization theory may find it important to
respond to empirical studies and to other, relevant theoretical traditions. In doing so, it might ‘unbound’
itself from its more stringent assumptions, and tolerate a more diverse set of characteristics of the form.
Berkowitz and Dumez (2016) also suggest the criterion of similarity may need further thought.

Second, since the theory of meta-organization focuses largely on internal dynamics, it makes
sharp distinction between what is inside—the member organizations—and what is outside—all
other organizations. Our case study, however, suggests that beyond this ‘governance boundary’
of formal membership, the environment remains highly salient. In Rodrigues and Child (2008)
terms, co-evolution continues: Indeed, the differences between institutional environment and internal
organization are often less readily discernible and are more closely intertwined than Ahrne and
Brunsson suggest. Pfeffer and Salancik point out, “ . . . the boundary is where the discretion of the
organization to control an activity is less than the discretion of another organization or individual to control that
activity” (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978, p. 32). The Partnership is a decided order, but it is also an emergent
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order. It is associational in form and practice; however, it also promotes and is understood by members
as catalyzing and delivery changes to the production systems of members, and, by implication too, of
non-members who form part of the system of children’s services. Ahrne and Brunsson admit such
‘collaboration’ to the list of reasons for creating meta-organization, but they are pessimistic about
its success.

This paper has examined the changing membership composition of a Partnership, which has
many of the characteristics of a meta-organization as set out by Ahrne and Brunsson (2008, 2011).
It traces the growth and stabilization of membership, enabling and limiting factors, and focuses on the
pattern of membership composition over time—we term this ‘compositional dynamics’. Ahrne and
Brunsson’s account stipulates an essential similarity of identity of members as a defining characteristic
of a meta-organization. The paper explores what similarity might mean, how that criterion might
break down, and what consequences compositional diversity might have for the meta-organization.
Following the membership of the case study, Partnership, over some considerable time (17 years),
we have been able to explore some effects of membership change on the focus and structure of the
meta-organization, what it hopes to reach, and what it does. The paper has also suggested that
the boundaries between the meta-organization and its environment and between members and
non-members needs further attention in meta-organization theory. We note that the institutional
environment remains of significance as a system of meanings that help to define similarity or difference
between existing and potential members. Further, active non-members could be recognized as playing
a potentially important role, if not in the governance, then in the energy and action radius of the
meta-organization. Both questions about the boundaries of meta-organization in theory and practice
would merit further case and comparative case research. The relationship between membership
composition and the pattern of meta-organization activity over time is also an important area
in the assessment and continuing elaboration of this novel and intriguing theory. Such detailed
empirical studies will also help in appraising the arguments in theory about the distinctive character
in meta-organization and its relationship to other (adjacent) types of inter-organizational entity.
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Abstract: Cross-boundary collaboration, both multiprofessional and interorganizational, is needed
when providing integrated care for people with multiple problems, who need services at the
same time from diverse care providers. Multiple problems of clients also pose extra challenges
for interaction between care professionals and clients. Emotional dynamics are always present
in everyday interaction between human beings, but seldom explicitly addressed in research on
integrated care. The aim of this reflective paper is to illustrate the emotional dimensions of integrated
care in light of the experiences of care professionals in the context of care for people with multiple
complex problems. The paper draws on a Finnish study on integrated care reflecting its findings
from the perspective of emotional labor. The difficult life situations of people with multiple complex
problems form an emotional burden, which is mirrored in the interaction between clients and
professionals and affects relational dynamics among professionals. Professionals’ fear of emotions
and the different ‘feeling rules’ of care professions and sectors pose extra challenges to professionals’
collaboration in this emotionally loaded context. Alongside the structural and functional aspects of
integrated care, it is important that emotions embedded in everyday cross-boundary collaboration
are recognized and taken into account in order to ensure the success of integrated care.

Keywords: integrated care; emotions; emotional labor; cross-boundary collaboration; care professional;
patient; client; people with multiple complex problems; health and social care

1. Introduction

Integrated care is a concept used extensively to refer to advanced collaboration in the context
of health and social care. To put it simply, integration means ‘bringing together different actors
or activities’ (Axelsson and Axelsson 2009). Cross-sectoral collaboration, referring here to both
multi-professional and inter-organizational collaboration of professionals and collaboration between
clients and professionals, is needed to make care services for people more co-ordinated, flexible and
continuous within the care systems, in order to produce better care for people. Person-centeredness
is at the center of integrated care (World Health Organization 2016) and a holistic professional-client
relationship forms a salient basis for cross-boundary collaboration. Multiprofessional refers here
to collaboration between professionals (doctors, nurses, social workers) and interorganizational to
collaboration over sectoral boundaries (primary health care, specialized health care, and social care).

Integrated care is expected to be of particular benefit for people with multiple complex health
and social care problems who need services from several care providers in both health and social care
(Goodwin 2015; Rijken et al. 2017). These people, from a collaboration perspective also called ‘shared
clients’ (Oksman 2017), consist of somewhat different groups, such as those with multimorbidity, older
persons regularly needing acute health services for several reasons, families with children who have
special problems, drug users, young people or adults who suffer from mental problems. What these
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client groups have in common is that they need services from several care providers at the same time:
from hospitals, from health centers or general practitioners in primary health care and also from social
care. The existing disease-based and fragmented care systems do not meet the needs of people with
multiple complex problems (Hujala et al. 2017). Collaboration between clients and professionals and
among various professionals and between the sectors of care–specialized care, primary care and social
care–is crucial.

Person-centered integrated care has been offered as a solution to solve the problems described above
regarding care for people with multiple complex problems (Ahgren 2012; Van der Heide et al. 2018).
This reflective paper draws on experiences and insights from a Finnish study addressing care
professionals developing integrated care pathways for ‘shared clients’. The emotional and other
relational dynamics that the study participants highlighted in relation to these clients inspired us to
take a closer look at the emotional side of integrated care and to consider if an approach addressing
emotions could give any added value to the concept and approach of integrated care.

Collaboration among care professionals has been studied extensively (Cameron et al. 2014;
D’Amour et al. 2008; Schepman et al. 2015), often specifically addressing the barriers and difficulties
of multi-professional collaboration (see Axelsson and Axelsson 2009). Previous research has shown
that successful collaboration between professionals requires a shared goal, commitment, trust and
respect between the participants (e.g., Willumsen et al. 2012; see also Schruijer 2008). These issues
may sound quite familiar, but it is not always so easy to realize this ideal in practice. The reasons why
cross-boundary collaboration is so challenging may be better understood by also paying attention to
emotional tensions, which tend to pervade all interaction between human beings.

In the context of integrated care, challenges related to interaction between human beings, such as
emotional dynamics, are seldom explicitly addressed. This is not exceptional given that emotions have
long been ‘the neglected side’ of organizational research in general (Fox and Spector 2002). At least,
integrated care is most often described as a phenomenon taking place at system, organizational,
professional and clinical levels, including functional and normative dimensions (Valentijn et al. 2013).
Although numerous approaches and models of integrated care are available (see, e.g., World Health
Organization 2016), the focus of research on integrated care is often on the structures, processes
and tools of integration. Processes of integrated care refer to collaborative processes, but the main
focus of integrated care is functional addressing the concrete ways in which collaboration should be
organized and paying less attention to the human side of integrated care. Normative integration,
which perhaps has the closest relationship to emotional dimensions, does indeed address the different
values and cultures of professionals. These aspects have recently been emphasized by an approach
highlighting value-based integration (see Minkman 2016), aiming at a better understanding of the
values underpinning integrated care. In addition, person-centeredness has become a core aim of
integrated care, emphasizing the importance of taking into account patients’ needs and wishes and
focusing more on person-relevant outcomes of integrated care (Van der Heide et al. 2018).

However, in spite of the recent diversification of the perspectives on integrated care we
venture to claim that mainstream research and practice focus on the conventional points of views of
rationality, where human beings tend to be rendered as rational actors in a technical and practical
framework. Less attention is paid to the social, emotional and affective dimensions of integrated
care. As in planning processes in general, these may even be considered irrational and irrelevant (see
Osborne and Grant-Smith 2015). Emotional and other relational dynamics are present in particular
when implementing integrated care, because ultimate implementation takes place at grass-root level in
interaction between human beings.

As a phenomenon, emotions can be approached from a variety of perspectives. Traditionally emotions
have been considered to be individual and internal phenomena (Osborne and Grant-Smith 2015).
Psychodynamics emphasize the nonconscious nature of emotions at individual level; systems
psychodynamics (developed by the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations) link nonconsciouos
dynamics with organizational structures and see that routines and practices can serve as a social
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defence to manage the emotions of organizational members (Pratt and Crosina 2016). According to the
constructionist approach, emotions do not exist inside us; they are not only an individual or internal
phenomenon, but emerge from social interaction (Harré 1986; see also Gergen 1999). Our emotions
are very closely connected to our relationships to other people (Burkitt 2014, p. 2); Brotheridge
and Lee (2008, p. 109) claim that emotions are ‘at the heart of all working relationships’. Further,
emotions can be considered as emotional intelligence (e.g., Morrison 2007) or emotional competencies
(e.g., Kinman and Grant 2011).

In this paper, we apply a broad understanding of emotions, recognizing both the individual and
social dimensions related to them. One potential option to approach theoretically the presence of
emotions in integrated care is the concept of emotional labor (Hochschild 1983; see also Zapf 2002;
Zapf and Holz 2006). The concept was originally introduced by Arlie Hochschild in 1983 and has since
also been applied in the field of health and social care (Mann 2005), especially in nursing (e.g., Gray
2009; Hunter and Smith 2007). Hochschild’s ‘sociology of emotions’ reveals the taken-for-granted
nature of interaction between people. It pays attention to what people feel, how they make sense of
their feelings and how people have to regulate and manage their feelings not only in their individual
lives (emotion work) but also at work (emotional labor) (Hochschild 1983; Garey and Hansen 2011).

In the emotional labor approach (Hochschild 1983), the client-employee relationship is emphasized,
which matches well with the nature of person-centered integrated care. In this paper we do not
focus so much on the ways care professionals display the appropriate feelings in given (face-to-face)
situations with clients. Instead, the focus here is on the assumption that feelings related to the
multiple complex problems of clients affect professionals’ actions in any case—whether they are
aware of them or not—in all their doings, not only in interaction with clients but also with other
professionals. In emotional labor research, the original concepts of surface acting (faking emotions)
and deep acting (trying to feel actual emotions required in the situation) have been complemented
by a third form of emotional labor, natural and genuine emotional labor (Humphrey et al. 2015),
which we think suits well in the context of care. A fruitful concept matching with care for people
with multiple complex problems is emotional dissonance. Further, so-called feeling rules (display
rules), i.e., organizational norms of feeling (Hochschild 1983; see also Diefendorff et al. 2011;
Humphrey et al. 2015; Grandey and Melloy 2017) link the approach interestingly to cross-boundary
collaboration in the context of shared clients.

This reflective paper is based on a Finnish study on integrated care. The aim here is to describe and
illustrate the emotional and other relational dimensions of integrated care in light of the experiences of
care professionals in the context of care for people with multiple complex problems. We hope that the
insights presented here will raise further discussion on whether it is worth addressing ‘the affective
turn’ (Burkitt 2014; Greco and Stenner 2008) and emotional dimensions more profoundly and in more
detail in future research on integrated care.

2. Materials and Methods

The empirical material reflected here comes from a Finnish research project, Onnistu sote-integraatiossa/
Successful Integration of Health and Social Care (2016–2018), funded by the Finnish Foundation for
Municipal Development (KAKS). The study was conducted in close collaboration with Parempi
Arki/Better Everyday Life (BEL) development project (2015–2017), funded by the Ministry of Social
Affairs and Health (Finland). The aim of the BEL development project was to support clients with
multiple problems in everyday life by developing a person-centered and integrated care approach
including services in both health care and social care. The overall aim of the research project was to
add to the understanding of the prerequisites for successful integration. The BEL project was a pilot
project addressing implementation of integrated care, connected to Finland’s national reform aiming
at the complete integration of health and social care in 2021.

In total, 250 care professionals from primary health care, specialized health care, social care,
and the education sector were involved in the BEL development project. These same professionals
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were also the participants in the research project. The study participants were professionals working
in the field of health and social care: nurses, doctors, social workers, therapists, teachers etc. The BEL
project was an intervention project in which the professionals from different sectors (primary health
care, specialized health care, social care and the education sector) and organizations (health centers,
hospitals, social care organizations, schools) were joined together into 37 local cross-boundary
development teams. The aim of these teams was to develop integrated care pathways for clients
with multiple complex problems and multiple care needs–pathways linking care professionals from
different organizations and different sectors to work together for the good of the people with multiple
problems. Each team developed care for a chosen target group, for example for older persons regularly
needing health services or for families with children who have special problems. The work of the
BEL teams was supported by project coaches and through seminars (applying the Breakthrough
method and other Leanmethods, see Bhat et al. 2014). Theoretically the development work drew on
the extended Chronic Care Model (Barr et al. 2003).

The close collaboration between the research project and the development project enabled access
to all materials produced by the BEL development project. The researcher (first author) was present
in the seminars and workshops of the BEL project and the project manager of it (second author) also
worked as a researcher, taking part in some of the interviews and in the data analysis. Together with
the professionals involved in the development project, these arrangements enabled a fruitful dialogue
between research and practice.

This reflective paper draws on the overall material and findings of both projects, in particular on
the following data: (1) Lean-based Fishbone problem analysis (see Bhat et al. 2014) regarding clients
with multiple complex problems, done by 21 BEL project teams (about 100 professionals). In these
fishbone analyses the professionals analyzed the critical points in providing care for people with
multiple complex problems. The outputs of the teams’ analyses were transcribed and Atlas.ti software
was used for preliminary thematic analysis of the fishbone problem analysis; (2) Research interviews
with professionals and managers. Three cross-boundary BEL project teams were interviewed.
Altogether, 14 care professionals (nurses, social workers, physiotherapists and doctors) from primary
health care, social care and specialized health care participated these group interviews. In addition,
individual interviews with nine managers connected to the BEL project, representing primary and
specialized health care and social care were interviewed. Interviews were conducted by the authors of
this paper (the researcher and the BEL project manager).

The interview themes concerned the professionals’ experiences with clients with multiple complex
problems, the challenges in providing and developing care for them, experiences of cross-boundary
collaboration related to these clients, expectations of the collaboration outcomes, and management
issues related to cross-boundary collaboration. The research material was analyzed by means of
inductive content analysis and the original findings are presented in the research report (Hujala and
Lammintakanen 2018). For the purposes of this reflective paper, the findings of the original analyses
are used selectively to highlight the emotional and other relational aspects of the research material.
The themes described below (1) emotional burden; (2) professionals’ fear of emotions and (3) ‘emotional
territories’ are based on the holistic reflection of the whole research material and illustrated here by
purposefully selected quotations from the data.

3. Findings

3.1. Emotional Burden

The general and initial orientation of the whole research project was quite conventionally
to address the prerequisites and challenges for a successful integration of care for people with
multiple complex problems. During the development project and the related research process it
became obvious—somewhat unexpectedly in a quite rational and functional framework of integrated
care—how strongly care professional related emotions to integrated care for people with multiple
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complex problems. The findings of the study showed that the emotional burden of multiple complex
health and social problems affects not only clients, but also the care professionals who deal with these
people in their work.

The lives of people with multiple complex problems are often very difficult for themselves and
for their next-of-kin. The existing disease-based and fragmented care systems do not meet the needs of
these clients. This incompatibility causes clients serious difficulties: physical and/or mental illnesses,
social and other related problems are a burden as such, and problems experienced with the health and
social care system are felt to cause additional burden. In the following, we first describe the experiences
of professionals, how and why they often felt these clients to be a burden and the effects they felt this
burden to cause—not only to clients, but also to the professionals themselves.1

Both in the fishbone analyses and in the interviews, the professionals reported that clients with
multiple problems get lost, become exhausted and wear themselves out in poorly coordinated service
systems. In the fragmented care systems, clients are sent from one professional to another. Nobody is
responsible for the coordination of their care, and clients have to repeat their problems over and over
again to new professionals, who are not aware of a client’s medical history.

He had been sent from one place to another . . . and now he is a client in very many places
. . . and the process continues and continues . . . it wears out the resources of the client and
professionals are also coming to feel the lack of resources. (Care professional Px, not identified
from the recording)

The professionals also recognized that people with multiple needs very often feel shame because
of their problems. They are ashamed because they feel they lack the ability to cope with their lives.
Shame is connected with a fear of being doomed, looked down on or being stigmatized by professionals.
It is understandable that it is not easy to discuss difficult or sensitive problems with outsiders. Even
asking for help occasionally may be felt to be difficult and degrading. The burden of such feelings
multiplies when people have to confront these problems for a long time and explain them over and
over again to new care professionals.

All this also leaves professionals feeling frustrated, inadequate and helpless. When clients’
problems are complex, especially because this situation goes on and on, an individual professional
feels that s/he just does not have solutions for the situation.

. . . and the feeling of frustration for doctors and nurses . . . again . . . that very same client is
here again and we cannot offer her anything and we are not able to help her. (Manager M4)

Then both parties are exhausted and tired and do not know what to do. (Care professional
Px, not identified from the recording)

Alongside the picture of the client who is worn out and ashamed about her or his situation,
professionals also outlined another kind of image of this client group. They recounted that sometimes
clients with multiple problems are evasive and do not tell about their actual problems, they downplay
or deny the problem or the real reason behind the problem. Sometimes clients seem to tell a different
version to different professionals.

. . . the client . . . sugar-coats the truth or does not tell everything . . . it is terribly difficult to
really help that kind of client. (Care professional P2)

. . . The client is able to play any role whatsoever, if s/he wants to do so. (Care professional P3)

1 The experiences of the clients interviewed in the study are described in the original research report (Hujala and
Lammintakanen 2018).

63



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 59

Professionals even spoke about clients as ‘exploiters’ of the system. Clients may require services,
but they do not want to commit themselves to the care they are provided. They are passive, do not
keep appointments with professionals and contribute nothing to their self-management. Some clients
appeared to professionals as manipulators, who have endless needs. The professionals reported that
nothing is enough for such clients.

. . . then we have this extreme, we have the clients who want everything. And they, they
are ready to take everything and they demand everything, and nothing is enough for them.
It is that kind of extreme, we have that kind of ‘slough’ there, that we have to restrict [giving
services] . . . (Care professional P2)

Emotional labor (emotional work) (Hochschild 1983) applied to this context means that care
professionals have to be sensitive to clients’ emotional burden and at the same time regulate their–often
contradictory–feelings and emotions which arise when they confront clients with continuous complex
problems. Feeling empathy and feeling compassion were examples of positive emotions, frustration
and exhaustion of negative ones. In addition, in particular the ‘exploiters’ or ‘manipulators’ evoked
quite extreme feelings such as mistrust, annoyance, cynicism and even anger. The findings of the
study suggested that this kind of ‘emotional dissonance’, conflict between expected and experienced
emotions, is not restricted to single face-to-face encounters, but the emotional burden may become a
permanent state of mind. This not only results in a poorer quality of care for clients but causes stress
and affects professionals’ well-being; an impact of emotional labor identified extensively in previous
research (see e.g., Zapf and Holz 2006).

3.2. Pandora’s Box: Professionals’ Fear of Emotions

In caring for people with multiple complex problems, one of the critical challenges for professionals is
to identify ‘shared’ clients needing help and support from several care providers and therefore likely
to benefit from cross-boundary collaboration among professionals. The professionals emphasized
that even if they see that a client seems to have a problem which would require involving other
professionals to be solved, it is not easy for the professional to bring the difficult issues to the fore if
the client herself/himself is not willing (or is afraid) to talk about them. The fear of emotions creates a
barrier between a professional and a client. The professionals described these encounters, for example,
as follows.

We do not have the courage and we don’t have ways to confront a person, if s/he seems to
have a social problem, which is behind everything else. There may be 50 visits [to a doctor or
a professional] just because the real reason is loneliness. (Care professional P3)

A lack of time and lack of the ‘right’ questions are not the only reasons to pass on this kind of
situation. One of the professionals interviewed described how she feels when seeing a client in this
kind of situation:

It is partly connected to it, that I think that I have only 20 min time [for the client]. What if s/he
says something that I should really intervene in? And I do not have time now, because the
next patient is already waiting at the door. So how could I do it in a smart way, so that somebody
else could talk with her/him later, or call her/him, or something. (Care professional P3)

Thus, the fear of an emotional reaction inhibits the courage to ask the client about the underlying,
wider problems. According to the interviewees, a professional may be afraid that the whole situation
will break open. It is worth noting, that the professional is not only worried about the client’s emotional
reaction, but also about his or her own emotional reaction.

. . . [A] doctor or a nurse working in a practice does not dare to ask–because s/he is afraid
that the issue is so sensitive, that the emotional reaction may be anything–either the client’s
or your own reaction. (Care professional P5)
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The BEL project manager confirmed how it became quite clear during the BEL project that even
though professionals identify a client with multiple problems, they may avoid asking about those
problems.

. . . [W]e do know the people who traipse to the health center again and again. In a way,
we are afraid of opening Pandora’s box with the client, because there is no way to go forward.
(The BEL project manager in a team interview)

The problem of Pandora’s box concerns not only health care professionals and their concerns
about patients’ social problems. The interviewees explained that also social work professionals, too,
may sometimes be too cautious to address ‘deeper’ problems of clients. They cited an example of a
client who comes to see a social worker because of financial problems. It may take time and several
visits before both parties are ready to say the underlying reason aloud, which may be, for example,
use of alcohol or drugs. The problem of avoiding problematic issues is also recognized in the context
of supervising care professionals. Revell and Burton (2016) emphasize the importance of supervision
for social workers who confront significant emotional burden in their work, for example in child
protection practice. Revell and Burton (Revell and Burton 2016, p. 1596) state, however, that in the
same way as professionals also their supervisors may likewise fail to ask about emotionally difficult
issues, for fear that they may raise too heavy concerns for discussion.

Difficult matters are tricky to bring out into the open: a professional may doubt his or her
own ability to confront the problem. Avoiding an issue is easier, and sending the client to another
professional may be a solution—and for the client the vicious circle continues. Integrated care–fixed
procedures for multiprofessional collaboration–could be a solution: rather than choosing to avoid
emotions by referral of clients, professionals could share the emotional burden by facing the
client together.

Professionals may thus lack the courage to ask what is really the matter with the client. However,
in the encounters there are always two participants. What hinders the client from bringing problems
into the open?

. . . I think that it is partly because patients are also socialized to act like this . . . They know
the time is limited, you have to get to the most important point . . . the issue you think
is important from the professional’s point of view, and it is obviously diseases. It cannot
be that the professional would be interested in . . . this kind of a social problem. (Care
professional P6)

. . . [T]he client thinks that this is such a trivial issue, not worth mentioning. Then neither of
them says a word about the most important issue. (Care professional P5)

The identification of the underlying problems is thus based on reciprocal behavior. The care
professional focuses only on the issue the client raises and what she assumes the client expects. And the
client behaves as she supposes the professional expects her to behave. They may be unsure, shy or
even feel fear of professionals. Both lack the courage to get to the point and ‘Pandora’s box’ is left
unopened. The professionals called this ‘half-way interaction’: people do not wholly reach the other
party in the interaction.

In emotional labor terminology (Hochschild 1983; Grandey and Melloy 2017), instead of so called
surface acting (e.g., expressing emotions which are not genuinely felt) or deep acting (e.g., overcoming
negative acting, trying to force oneself to feel positive or other appropriate emotions), the fear of
emotions resulted in entirely avoiding and ignoring emotions. This is a very interesting point of view
from the perspective of integrated care, while in this kind of situation it would be beneficial for all
to ask help from other colleagues. As mentioned earlier, the professionals stated that one of the key
problems is that clients are sent from one professional to another, which is just the opposite with the
goal of integrated care. Here the professionals explicitly addressed emotional aspects as one reason
for doing so–because it is easier than confronting the emotions related to problems. During the BEL
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development project, the professionals practiced concrete cross-boundary collaboration with clients
in multiparty teams. A widely shared experience was that collaboration is an efficient way to share
the emotional burden due to multiproblem clients. Integrated care arrangements should thus involve
practices which encourage professionals to collaborate with other professionals and sectors to share
the burden resulting from the demands of emotional labor.

3.3. Emotional Territories?

Axelsson and Axelsson (2009) use the word ‘territoriality’ to refer to the problems of cross-boundary
collaboration. They claim that not only animals but also human beings tend to defend their ‘own
areas’; in the case of integrated care for people with multiple complex problems professional (doctor,
nurse, social worker) and sectoral (primary care, specialized care and social care) territories.

It is natural that specialization has resulted in boundaries between care professions and sectors.
An interesting question here is now, whether (and if so, how) emotions are related to the differences
between professions and sectors. Emotional burden due to complexity of client’s problems may be
shared by collaboration, but it may also cause additional tensions and challenges in the interaction,
if the ways of dealing with emotions differ.

The findings of the study reflected here did not directly address emotional differences between
the professions and sectors. However, the professionals felt that there is still a clear distinction between
the territories of care professions and sectors. Extreme (but quite general) stereotypes and prejudices
underlying cross-sectoral collaboration regarding the three sectors persist and were described in
the BEL project seminars by professionals as follows: Primary health care thinks it is omnipotent.
Specialized health care isolates itself (due its allegedly superior know-how compared to others).
The professionals in social care believe they are the only ones who are able to take a holistic view
of a client, but at the same time the health sector wonders whether social care is actually needed.
A certain kind of territorial defence seems to be embedded in these stereotypical summaries evidenced
by the professionals.

The holistic person-centered view of patients and clients is one potential way to approach
the ‘emotion-related differences’ between professions and sectors. Holistic person-centeredness
(patient-centeredness, client-centeredness) is a vital part of integrated care (World Health Organization
2016). Further, the emotional dimension is an explicitly stated part of person-centeredness
(Scholl et al. 2014; see also Van der Heide et al. 2018). In the integrative model of patient-centeredness
by Scholl et al. (2014, p. 5) ‘emotional support’ is described as part of patient-centeredness as follows:
“Recognition of the patient’s emotional state and a set of behavior that ensures emotional support
for the patient.” In addition, the model states other related dimensions such as ‘patient as a unique
person’ and ‘patient empowerment’—while also emphasizing the dimensions addressing collaboration
between diverse professionals.

According to the professionals interviewed in this study, in the health sector a patient is often
still seen as a ‘disease’ and in the social sector client is seen ‘a holistic person’. This (naturally highly
simplified) distinction outlined below is mirrored in the stereotypes of doctors and social workers.
A nurse working in the primary care reported as follows:

. . . I am working at a health care center . . . and from the perspective of health care, we are
there not able to think, or we have not been able to think of a person as a whole . . . we take
care of the disease, and we take care of that single thing. (Care professional P3)

The same professional described the role of the doctor as follows:

. . . [W]hen patients come to a health center, or come to see a doctor, very many of them
still think . . . they regard a doctor as an authority, an awfully big authority. You go as you
were going to see the Almighty . . . this is what you have picked up at your mother’s knee:
you have to [have] a fear of the Lord when you go to see a doctor. And you go to get a
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solution to one problem only . . . When one goes to social work professional, the attitude is
totally different. (Care professional P3)

Another professional confirmed this and claimed that this hierarchical status is maintained by
other actors:

. . . [A]lso when other people, when they look at the doctor, they look upwards. Like
nurses, and especially clients. So, the doctor stays up there if everyone looks up to her/him.
(Care professional P5)

A totally different picture of social work and social workers was outlined by two of the managers
interviewed in the study. They emphasized the importance of the relationship and a holistic view of
a client.

Altogether, about support work and the basic principles of social work: it is still salient
here that you [as a client] form a bond with someone [professional]. That you have a care
professional with whom you have some kind of a relationship. And that [relationship] opens
up the world for collaboration [between a client and professional] or otherwise that world
stays closed. (Manager M1)

I would say like this, in a rather caricatured way, that in a way social services start from
the holistic wellbeing of human beings. In health care there is more that old thing, that one
has a medical problem which has to be solved and got rid and that’s it. But this is, I would
claim, it has changed and is changing and it has to be changed. But surely it is still like this.
(Manager M9)

The differences between health and social sector are not only boundaries, there also seems to be a
distinction between specialized health care and primary health care in how to orient toward holistic
patient-centeredness, as shown in the following extract.

Whereas we think that it is not the task of the specialized care this continuous life-long
support. It has to be built in the primary care, nearer . . . where people live. (Manager M7)

The different basic tasks of the sectors are mirrored naturally in the work of professionals.
Especially when dealing with people with complex problems, the competencies of a professional
may be challenged because they may be required to collaborate with professionals with completely
different expertise and from sectors with completely different orientation towards patient-centeredness.
In addition, power embedded in diverse sectors and professions is of course present: for example,
it may be more difficult for a social worker to get her voice heard in the context of specialized health
care. The uneven power relations embedded in the hierarchy and bureaucracy of the health and social
system reinforce territorial thinking and increase mutual suspicion (Axelsson and Axelsson 2009).

If we extend the idea of territorial differences and tensions, through holistic patient-centeredness
thinking, to emotional orientation, we could perhaps suggest something like ‘emotional territories’
embedded in other kinds of professional territories. From the point of view of emotional labor
(Hochschild 1983), these emotional territories would refer to the different feeling rules (display rules)
(Diefendorff et al. 2011; Humphrey et al. 2015) that different care sectors and different care professionals
have. Each territory has to defend its own ways of acting, based on their education, role, status, ethical
principles etc. on which their professionality in general is based on (Axelsson and Axelsson 2009)–also
in an emotional sense. Diefendorff et al. (2011) define emotional display rules as shared norms,
or emotion norms, governing the expression and regulation of emotion at work and claim these can
differ depending e.g., on occupational requirements. It is quite understandable that these rules or
norms vary across different professions, organizations and sectors. The professional hierarchy in
health and social care further reasserts these differences.
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For example, although emotion work is generally considered as part of nursing work, in Gray’s
study (Gray 2009, p. 171) on emotional labor among nurses the respondents felt–in addition to gender
stereotypes–that emotions were seen as ‘weaknesses’ by other staff members, such as senior nurses and
doctors. Conventionally, social work in particular is considered to be emotionally demanding work, in
which paying attention to emotions is seen as a critical aspect (Morrison 2007). In spite of this, even in
social work sharing feelings and asking for help may be seen as a weakness and lack of professional
capacity (Revell and Burton 2016, p. 1595). The differences between professions are, however, changing,
while patient-centered care is also getting more attention in medicine. Epstein (2000), for example,
includes identification and responding to patient’s ideas and emotions regarding their illness as an
important component of physicians’ behavior.

In integrated care, different feeling rules are encountered when professionals representing
different sets of feeling rules work together in cross-boundary teams. In the context of people with
multiple complex problems, the emotional burden described above constitutes an extra underlying
challenge and complicates collaboration among professionals. We may ask if in such a situation a
social worker, for example, dares or is otherwise able to act according the feeling rules of her/his
own profession or sector, giving that a medical specialist may be socialized to a very different set
of rules. Conversely, for a highly specialized doctor it may be against the conventional work role
status and role expectations to become involved in emotional issues. Ashforth and Kreiner (2002,
p. 230) refer to problems of ‘collective face work’ and ‘emotional comparison’, which may also be of
relevance in cross-boundary collaboration between professionals in health and social care. Feeling
rules related either to professions, organizations or sectors could also be called emotional climates or
emotional cultures (see Grandey and Melloy 2017, p. 412) and merit special attention in the context of
implementing integrated care.

4. Discussion

The aim of this reflective paper was to highlight the presence of emotions in the context of
integrated care regarding, in particular, care for people with multiple complex problems. Although
we as the authors of this paper are not experts in research on emotions, we hope this contribution
could serve to raise more discussion on why–or if–emotional dimensions also deserve more attention
regarding integrated care.

This paper was based on a study conducted only in one country, Finland, and elsewhere its
findings can only be indicative. In the whole study, a total of 250 care professionals were involved
through the workshops and material they produced in the course of a development project, based
on close partnership with the research and development project. However, only a limited number of
professionals and managers were interviewed. It is also noteworthy that the original aim of the study
was concerned with integrated care in general and not specifically emotional aspects.

Nevertheless, the context of the study adds to its value: Finland’s extensive national-level reform,
which is expected to take place in 2021, is aiming at full integration of both health and social care
(Regional Government 2018), which is still quite a rare effort internationally. Because of increasing
interest and need to integrate care services in many other European countries as well (Goodwin 2015),
experiences of how to combine rational and technical system level integration with the interactive
level of human beings may be of interest to a larger audience. We claim specifically that the human
side of integrated care should be taken into account when dealing with people whose life situations
are complex and whose needs for care services from different care providers are high and complicated.

Based on the study reflected in this paper the following issues were highlighted:

- People with multiple complex problems are a salient and challenging client group in integrated
care, and the emotional burden connected to them needs to be taken seriously. The emotional
burden affects not only clients themselves but also professionals.

- Care professionals providing integrated care for this client group perform emotional labor: they
have to balance with contradictory emotions and cope with emotional dissonance. Fear of
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emotions may result in avoiding confronting clients’ problems. By integrated care arrangements,
through cross-boundary collaboration, the temptation to just send a complicated client on to the
next professional could be avoided.

- Emotional burden may have a negative effect on the wellbeing of professionals, which is an
important consideration when aiming at sustainable and effective health and care systems
(see Bodenheimer and Sinsky 2014).

- Cross-boundary collaboration among professionals has potential to share the emotional
burden. However, the different ‘feeling rules’ or ‘emotional cultures’ (Hochschild 1983;
Diefendorff et al. 2011) of care professions and sectors may be a challenge to the implementation
in practice of integrated care.

To sum up, according to the research findings reflected here, integrated care is not only rational action.
As Griffith and Glasby (2015) state, public policies on integrated care focus mainly on structural
issues. However, although macro- and meso-level integration form the grounds for cross-boundary
collaboration, the ultimate implementation of integration is accomplished at micro level by grassroots
actors in interaction between care professionals and clients. There is no need to exaggerate the
significance of emotional dimensions of integrated care, but no reason to avoid or neglect them,
either. The aim should perhaps be to ‘normalize’ emotions (Ashforth and Kreiner 2002) and emotion
labor (Hochschild 1983) as part of the implementation of integrated care. This means ‘making
the extraordinary seem ordinary’ (Ashforth and Kreiner 2002) so that both the identification and
sharing of the emotional burden among care professionals would be an accepted and routine way of
working in cross-boundary collaboration. As stated in systems psychodynamics (Pratt and Crosina 2016),
organizational structures may be established to protect individuals from emotions; structural
arrangements enhancing collaboration may thus also serve as arenas for professionals to share the
burden of emotions. In addition, training for professionals in confronting emotional situations and
emotional pressures in cross-boundary collaboration is needed (Diefendorff et al. 2011). We believe
that the emotional dimensions present in everyday life interactions (Jacobsen 2019; Williams 2001)
deserve more attention—hopefully from multidisciplinary perspectives—in the future research of
integrated care, in particular in the context of cross-boundary collaboration among care professionals
needed by people with multiple complex problems.
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Abstract: In this article we explore the challenges inherent in developing effective interorganizational
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We begin by outlining the context of health and social care integration and the nature of the program.
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helpful in creating the conditions necessary for effective collaboration. Finally, we end by reflecting
on our learning.
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1. Introduction

Health and social care integration has been underway across Scotland for the past 3 years.
It involves a wide range of large and small, public sector and voluntary organizations working together
in ways which are completely new for them and throws up a wide range of interorganizational dynamics.
The authors are partners in a small business (Animate) specializing in supporting interorganizational
and intraorganizational work. In this article we have chosen to focus on a large contract supporting
health and social care integration across Scotland. We start by exploring the context, then describe
our overall approach, focusing in detail on how we worked in one area as illustrative of our practice
across the whole. Finally we clarify our learning about six practices, which we have found to be at the
heart of developing the kind of interorganizational relationships which enable organizations to truly
collaborate. We know that collaborating is not easy; by exploring the learning from our own practice,
we hope to support other collaborations to achieve their potential more easily.

2. The Context

In 2016 the Scottish Government legislated to bring together health and social care in to a single,
integrated system, joining up services and thereby improving the experience for those using support.
An ageing population and the impact of austerity on health and social care budgets introduced another
driver for collaboration—a decline in financial resources, which looks set to continue.

Although new integrated boards were created in 31 areas across Scotland with responsibility for
large parts of the health and social care budget, the original National Health Service (NHS) Boards
and local authorities, with statutory responsibility for social care, remained, and most staff are still
employed by them. So, health and social care ‘integration’ is in fact mostly a process of (multi-party)
collaboration by which two large organizations, made up of many different departments, and large
numbers of smaller organizations, attempt to work together to provide a better and more seamless
service to people with health issues; in effect, almost the whole population.

The Scottish Government realized that developing interorganizational relationships to enable such
collaboration would need support, and as part of that support, funded three national health and social
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care organizations, NHS Education for Scotland (NES), the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) and
the Royal Scottish College of General Practitioners (RSCGP), to design a support and development
program, Collaborative Leadership in Practice (CLiP) which drew heavily on their own experience of
dialogue, coaching and action research methodologies and practice. They contracted with Animate,
and another consultancy organization, similar in size and approach, to deliver it.

Through CLiP, we were commissioned to support collaboration in 10 partnership areas. Two
members of our team, Jo Kennedy and Ian McKenzie, and one associate, delivered the interventions,
whilst the third member of our team, Joette Thomas, supported our learning. The exact nature of the
interventions we delivered was determined in collaboration with the partnership itself but it always
involved either team coaching or facilitation.

3. Using an Action Research Approach

The program was managed by leadership development practitioners or project managers from
the three national agencies, to whom we reported regularly in action research meetings, facilitated by a
‘learning partner’, who supported us to use an action research approach1. The idea was that we could
encourage those who were part of CLiP to see what changes they were experiencing in themselves and
their teams as they began to develop interorganizational relationships, which then resulted in changes
across the wider organization(s) or system resulting in improvements for people in communities.

This action research approach meant that as we took action, we sought to understand the impact
of that action together. It also worked on a number of levels. Firstly, and most importantly, it helped
us to articulate a theory of change. This was that working on one’s own attitudes, behaviors and
assumptions about the other, and subsequently on our relationships with our fellow practitioners
from other agencies, spreads better practice in our teams, changes the relationships between our
organizations and ultimately can lead to positive outcomes for those using services. This theory of
change made sense to practitioners. We used graphic tools to map it quite specifically, and practitioners
then felt more legitimized in spending time exploring their own assumptions, their own understanding
of collaboration and their role in relation to it, rather than immediately rushing to action. Secondly, it
helped us to define a sense of common purpose, identify the changes we were seeking and evaluate
whether we were achieving them. Furthermore, it helped us to track small changes over time in relation
to the overall change we were seeking.

4. Developing Our Interventions

In all honesty, before writing this article, we had never considered in any depth, how our
intra-organizational approach differed from our inter-organizational approach. We just knew from
feedback from our clients, and from evaluating the impact, that the approach worked in both contexts.

Writing this article forced us to ask the question: how do we determine the interventions we use
to support interorganizational collaboration? We also revisited the theoretical underpinning of our
practice, which could best be described as eclectic. We draw on a range of organizational development
theories and have trained in systems, psychodynamic and gestalt approaches to working with groups
and organizations. When we began working interorganizationally we drew on many of the same
theories and approaches we used in our intraorganizational work. We learned over time that there
were three sources which made most sense to our clients, in the interorganizational collaborations
in which they are currently working. The work of Heifetz (2009) on adaptive leadership helps us to
support people to: navigate complexity by taking the time to stand back and look at the whole; be
more comfortable with not knowing the answer straight away and understand the value of bringing
different views and different approaches to an issue and indeed the absolute imperative to do that

1 For further information on the approach we used to learn and on action research more generally c.f. www.research-for-real.
co.uk.
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when faced with ‘adaptive challenges’ (Heifetz et al. 2009). Interorganizational collaborations, like
health and social care integration, are set up to address ‘adaptive challenges’, like how do we improve
the health and wellbeing of Scotland’s population; the answer to which is not within the ‘gift’ of any
single organization. We find that making the distinction between a technical fix and an adaptive
challenge, language pioneered by Heifetz, is very useful for the practitioners we work with, who are
extremely familiar with the pressure to provide quick solutions to complex issues, without taking the
time to consider who needs to be involved, and how, in developing a new approach.

We have found Wilber’s Integral Theory equally useful. The simple four quadrant diagram which
we discovered originally in an article on Resistance Free Change (Klein 2009) supports us to explain the
aspects of intraorganizational and interorganizational working, systemically. In his book on Integral
Psychology (Wilber 2000), Ken Wilber defines Network Logic as follows: “A dialectic (dialogue) of
whole and part. As many details as possible are checked; then a tentative ‘big picture’ is assembled;
it is checked against further details, and the big picture is readjusted. And so on, indefinitely with
ever more details constantly altering the big picture—and vice versa. The ‘whole’ discloses new
meanings not available to the ‘parts’, and thus the big picture will give new meaning to the details
that compose it.” We do not go into such depth in working with practitioners, but we do highlight
how easy it is to pay attention to the ‘objective’ and tangible systems, processes and competencies
within an organization or between organizations, and ignore the ‘subjective’ aspects which are less
easy to see, such as values and beliefs, individual hopes and aspirations, culture, informal working
practices and unwritten rules. When explaining it we often cite the old adage ‘culture eats strategy
for breakfast’ attributed to Peter Drucker. This often elicits a weary laugh from the practitioners we
work with, who are used to multiple strategies, plans and protocols which are never embraced or
enacted. Explaining how paying attention to the ‘whole system’ including individual aspirations,
values and beliefs and the cultures which have grown up in teams as well as the more familiar external
process in organizations, can provide a way to move forward and makes sense to practitioners in both
intraorganizational as well as inter-organizational contexts. However, in interorganizational contexts it
is even more meaningful. Practitioners are used to starting with developing new structures, new roles
and new job descriptions, to promote interorganizational working, rather than seeking at the same
time to explore how to make it possible for individuals and teams to work in completely new ways,
ways which often threaten their sense of identity; and to understand and value the approach taken by
another organization, without feeling threatened by that difference.

Finally, Kegan and Lahey’s (Kegan and Lahey 2009) work on Immunity to Change, enabled us
to provide practitioners with a way of seeing resistance as something to be understood rather than
something to be overcome. The Immunity to Change process introduces the idea of the ‘hidden
competing commitment’ which could be underlying the resistance to change and needs to be both
honored and understood. It also challenges practitioners to explore the assumptions they make about
what might happen as a result of making a change and encourages the testing of such assumptions.
This process, again is useful in a wide range of contexts, not just interorganizational working, but
we have found it particularly useful in that context, because interorganizational working always
necessitates change and often provokes fear, which leads to untested assumptions about what might
happen as a result of that change. The Kegan and Lahey approach gives practitioners a simple process
to help them really understand their own and others’ resistance, rather than deny it, ignore it or fight it.

Being eclectic in our theoretical approach sometimes makes it hard to explain exactly how we work
in both an intraorganizational and interorganizational context. So, over the past two years we have
done some internal work to try to clarify and define our distinctive approach, and have come up with a
working approach, which we are calling ‘Stretch’. Stretch is not based on our understanding of Heifetz,
Kegan and Lahey and Wilber. Instead it draws on a whole range of theory which has influenced us
and is firmly rooted in the learning we are generating from our current practice. As such, it is a work
in progress rather than a finished product. Currently, it has six elements (or imperatives) which as
consultants we try to adopt ourselves and to use to support the development of intraorganizational
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and interorganizational relationships. The elements are be curious, be appreciative, be proactive,
be courageous, be thinkers and be communicators.

We use Stretch when working within organizations and between organizations; but we find that in
our work on interorganizational collaboration, particular elements come to the fore namely: curiosity,
courage and communication.

Working interorganizationally necessitates being able to tolerate a high level of difference without
finding it threatening or overwhelming. We know that from our own experience and from our
coaching practice, that raising individual’s levels of awareness and insight into the impact of their
own behavior, particularly when fearful or under threat, can have a transformative impact on groups
and organizations. We know from our psychodynamic training that, as individuals and groups we
are naturally threatened by ‘the other’ and often find ways of excluding them. We seek to raise
awareness of this in our interorganizational work by exploring the assumptions which naturally
arise about ‘the other’ and examining the ways in which we both consciously and unconsciously
exclude. Encouraging curiosity is one of the most accessible ways we have found to express this. To
support curiosity, we use ‘light’ psychometric processes in the room to enable people from different
organizations to gain more insight into themselves and others, and to grow in understanding of their
own ‘working style’. Sometimes, we consider the ‘working style’ which might be dominant in their
own organization and encourage them to be curious about the working style that might be dominant
in other organizations too.

Drawing on our understanding of the work of Kegan and Lahey in particular, we encourage
individuals and groups to identify their assumptions about others and about the work they are doing,
and to ask more questions of themselves and one another. Some of these questions involve taking
risks. We acknowledge and support differences and potential conflicts to emerge, drawing attention to
them in the room and opening up the space for conversations about them. These conversations often
take courage on all sides. Clearly courageous conversations are necessary within organizations as well
as between organizations, but we find that interorganizational working requires a particular kind of
courage, which often means people stepping outside their ‘comfort zone’, being willing to question
their own professional identity, taking the risk to share resources and sometimes giving up working
practices or aspirations which have been dearly held.

Finally, we spend a lot of time exploring how and what to communicate both within and outside
the room. Again, this is as necessary within organizations as it is between organizations, but it is
even more complex interorganizationally. Organizations develop their own ways of communicating
internally through formal and informal systems, which are often impenetrable to those from other
organizations. The same words may be used to mean different things in different organizations. Rather
than just examining communication systems, as we would when we work intraorganizationally, when
we work interorganizationally we support both informal and formal communication processes to be
dismantled and rebuilt to suit a new entity and a new purpose.

Running through all the Stretch elements is a relational, purposeful approach. This means
that we work hard to get to know our clients as human beings, and we prioritize giving them the
time to get to know one another too; believing this knowledge will support them to take up their
roles more purposefully and effectively together. We focus on defining purpose at every stage, from
every perspective, and try to keep the purpose at the forefront, seeking to clarify it throughout
our intervention.

5. Interorganizational Working in Practice

As part of our work on one of the national programs mentioned earlier, our team has worked
with ten health and social care partnerships across Scotland, over the past two years, all at different
stages of integration. All face the same challenges, which can be summarized as: greater demand,
which has to be met with fewer resources. The pressure just to ‘get things done’ is huge and mitigates
against the time it takes to establish a common vision, clear roles and truly effective working practices.
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To describe the context of all ten would mean getting into a level of detail, which is beyond the
scope of this journal article. However, our approach, although tailored to the individual context, was
broadly similar in all of them. So, the description of the one below gives an impression of our work
across the whole. Names have been substituted to protect anonymity. The consultant working in the
site was one of the three authors of the article.

Beston is a small town on the edge of a large city in Scotland. It was chosen by the Health and
Social Care Partnership (HSC) as a site in which to launch an inquiry involving practitioners from
across disciplines. George, the ‘strategic program manager’ asked Jo, a consultant with Animate
Consulting, to attend a startup meeting with him, and several other senior health and social care
managers, to scope out an approach to promote better joint working for the benefit of housebound
elderly people. The initiative was seen as a way of trying out ‘locality working’ in practice, with the
aim being that we could devise a process, which other localities could learn from.

General Practitioners (GPs) are the first point of contact for many patients; they are also the most
likely to be working in isolation. The HSC partnership decided to focus the project around two GP
practices. They invited the GPs to attend six meetings with other health and social care practitioners
who were also supporting housebound elderly people. The intention was to see how together, the
group could improve the lives of elderly housebound people by ensuring that they received more of the
right kind of services at the right time. Crucially, the HSC gave Delia, the ‘integration manager’ time to
support the initiative, inviting people, organizing rooms and following up actions in between meetings.

Meetings were held monthly over a six month period. Each meeting lasted three hours.
Fifteen–twenty people attended each meeting. No one (except Jo) attended all six meetings, although
most people were present for at least four out of the six meetings. They included: two GPs (from
different practices), district nurses, a social worker, a day center manager, a mental health specialist,
a community librarian, several people from voluntary sector organizations who were providing
community support or support to carers, a pharmacist, an occupational therapist, an IT specialist and
one or two senior managers. In all, 10–15 organizations were represented. Jo’s role was to design,
facilitate and support the inquiry process.

Setting up the first meeting required courage on the part of Delia, who issued the invitations. It was
an unusual meeting because: it was long; there was no fixed agenda; it took place in a community setting
and the practitioners had different levels of experience and of status within their own organizations.
What they had in common was a clear intention to work together better to support housebound
elderly people in their geographical area. The first meeting began with a focus on communication.
Jo invited people to say who they were and why they were there. The GPs in particular found this
useful. They had not met most of the other practitioners, and they were immediately curious about
all the support that was available from the voluntary sector organizations. Already many people in
the group were beginning to question the assumptions they made about those who worked in other
organizations being in some way ‘less skilled’ or ‘more informed’. Almost everyone found it strange:
hardly anyone had had the ‘luxury’ of three hours to sit together and discuss how to tackle the issues
they had in common. They started by considering what worked currently about the way they worked
interorganizationally, taking time to get to know one another (rather than just read each other’s name
badges) and getting clear about the purpose of their work together.

They were invited to identify the kinds of changes they wanted to see as a result of this process.
Aspirations included: more trust, stronger relationships, more community involvement, better use
of technology and a stronger focus on personal outcomes. During the second half of the meeting we
focused on four stories of real people who were using support in Beston. Four small groups worked
to distil the learning from each of the stories. Several interesting conclusions emerged: Three out of
the four people receiving services were overwhelmed and confused by the amount of support they
received from different organizations; people were afraid to change their ‘care packages’ in case they
could not get them back again if their needs increased and information recorded by one practitioner in
one organization was inaccessible to others in a different organization.
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Telling stories of the present engendered a desire for immediate action and practitioners highlighted
things they wanted to do (like sharing information) or questions they wanted to ask (such as ‘what is
a wellbeing clinic and how might it work?’) before they met the following month. During that first
meeting one of the nurses was visibly angry and upset, fed up with the ever-increasing volume of
work, and the inefficiency of the systems and structures. Jo encouraged her to speak out and the group
members respected the courage this took by listening to her. By the end of the meeting she had agreed
to take a lead on researching the wellbeing clinic. Although Jo did not explicitly use Wilber’s integral
theory she was encouraging people to think systemically, drawing on their own values and aspirations,
considering the culture of their organizations, examining the systems they used and most importantly
beginning to create a new interorganizational entity to support housebound elderly people better.

In between every meeting Jo met with Delia, to debrief, discuss progress and plan the next meeting.
Delia communicated with individual group members between meetings and nudged actions. She was
always able to keep Jo abreast of what was going on, highlighting underlying issues and ensuring
that the agenda was really focused on moving forward. Jo and Delia quickly developed a format
for the meetings, which encapsulated an action research approach. Each meeting began with a short
recap, using a visual plan which was pinned on the wall, and an update on actions in the whole group,
which took the best part of an hour. This was followed by an in-depth focus on two or three key areas,
in smaller groups, which led to agreement on actions in the large group. They always finished by
checking out how people were as they left.

The second meeting began with more introductions as new people joined. By this time the existing
members of the group were able to explain that the group provided ‘an opportunity for trial and error
in a safe environment, a place to share enthusiasm and frustrations, energy and honesty, a place where
we can learn, a chance to identify and talk about the big issues’. They caught up on progress in relation
to the actions identified in the previous meeting. In addition, they focused on three areas: tapping into
the lived experience of users and carers; medication and information sharing.

During the third meeting Jo used a visual scenario planning tool to identify the future they wanted
to create, where they were now in relation to that future, and the key areas they wanted to work on.
That provided them with six clear priorities to focus on. By this time the group was appreciating the
distinction between technical fixes and adaptive challenges (Heifetz). They identified some ‘quick
wins’ such as telling pharmacists which of their patients attended the day center so that they could
drop offmedicines there, to avoid getting overwhelmed by some of the more intractable issues, such
as integrating different information systems. At the end, group members reported that the meeting
generated ‘lots of little things that will make a big difference’ and provided ‘a forum that works towards
integration that we can’t find in the day to day’.

And yet, Delia and Jo were beginning to get impatient themselves, and were sensing that group
members might be too. Group attendance was irregular and actions agreed at the meeting were not
always being carried out between meetings. They were struggling even to get started on developing
integrated systems across agencies, because the individual systems were not functioning themselves.
Some practitioners had competing priorities and were not able to give the work the attention they
wanted to, and others, found the cross-sector approach threatening to their sense of identity and
professionalism, and stopped attending. The GPs were attending but were still skeptical and although
positive in meetings were struggling to prioritize taking action in between.

During the fourth meeting they talked about some of these difficulties, using the Kegan and Lahey
insights on resistance to examine what was underneath some of the barriers. The group had still not
managed to identify how many housebound elderly people the GP practices supported. Nor had
they managed to coordinate support around them. Getting to the bottom of who was ‘housebound’
and considering how to surmount the legal obstacles to sharing information, was tedious and taxing
work. Having had the courage to acknowledge this, they recharged their energy by turning their
attention to making the best use of the voluntary sector day center. They developed ideas for ‘small
tests of change’, expanding its use by statutory sector agencies. By the end of the meeting the GP was
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commenting: ‘I am learning more about how other organizations work—these small tests of change
are very important—I see my role as information sharing—I will ask the district nurses to pop into the
day center’.

Delia and Jo were conscious that there were only two meetings left and during the fifth meeting
they focused on what group members felt should become ‘business as usual’ in the HSC partnership,
with a particular focus on developing flexible care packages for people (so that they did not feel the
need to hang on to any support they were offered) and devising efficient ways of sharing information
between agencies.

Delia and Jo met with senior managers to consider the results of the initiative before the final
meeting. They were both anxious, aware of how slow progress had felt in relation to some of the key
issues they had identified at the outset; however, the managers were very positive. They recognized a
strong foundation for future collaboration. They saw that giving staff time away from the frontline
had been valuable. Four ways to continue the work were identified: monthly multi-disciplinary team
meetings in each GP practice, focusing on particular patients; continuing to work on far more flexible
review process which really put the person at the center; developing the role of the voluntary sector
day center and continuing to tackle the obstacles to information sharing.

During the sixth and final meeting they agreed plans to take forward the four initiatives. We ended
by checking back against the outcomes agreed at the beginning. Group members identified that they
had improved communication and understanding of each other’s roles, made new partnerships and
found out how to help one another to provide better services. They spoke of practical integration
on the frontline. One member said ‘we have gained traction’ whilst another spoke of ‘inspiration,
enthusiasm and commitment’.

6. The Six Practices

The Beston story typifies our approach to supporting interorganizational collaboration. Using the
three elements of Stretch: be curious, be courageous and be communicators, helped us design our
interventions. We invited all the relevant partners to be in the room together; we took time to get to
know one another, and one another’s roles; we agreed a shared purpose, which mattered to all of us;
we acknowledged diversity and recognized and worked on frustration; and we tried out small tests of
change, building those that worked into ‘business as usual’. Although it worked well enough, we only
really scratched the surface in terms of being able to talk openly about some of the tensions and power
imbalances between partners. This was largely because the group was fluid as most practitioners could
only afford the time to attend some of the meetings. Prioritizing time to think remains very hard for
practitioners delivering services, which means that developing adaptive solutions to complex issues is
a real challenge.

However, Stretch really only defines our approach. The group created practices together which
enabled their interorganizational relationships to develop and true collaboration to take place. These
practices were facilitated by Stretch, in particular the support of courage, communication and curiosity
and most importantly a clear and unequivocal focus on purpose and outcomes for people using services.
In the rest of this article we explore the six practices, adopted in Beston, and in other areas, which for
us have become the hallmarks of interorganizational collaboration. We identified the practices through
reflection. Jo and Delia reflected first, in between each meeting in Beston, discussing what they had
learned from the meeting, which interventions had worked well and what could be improved, and
designed the approach to the next meeting together.
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The authors also reflected as a team, telling stories from Beston and the nine other partnerships
which made up our part of Collaborative Leadership in Practice, and drawing learning from our
practice, using a reflection cycle and with the support of our learning partner.2

The practices are:

• Suspending disbelief;
• Defining a shared purpose which everyone can sign up to;
• Developing accountability to a shared purpose;
• Exploring diversity and building trust;
• Designing purposeful structural change;
• Supporting courageous and systemic leadership.

6.1. Suspending Disbelief

Many of those in health and social care have experienced a lot of change throughout their working
lives. They have not initiated much of this change, and sometimes it has not led to better outcomes for
themselves as practitioners or for those using services. Integration requires a suspension of disbelief.
It means taking the risk to set up a new system in which professionals take up new roles and do things
they are not accustomed to doing. It requires some give as well as some take, and it will take some
time to see whether the risk will pay off.

“Will our patients get a better service at the end of all this? I can see it is a massive amount of
work to make it all join up.” (GP)

We saw some practitioners willing to suspend disbelief and take the risk. We saw other practitioners,
and particularly those who have little experience of interorganizational working, reluctant to take the
risk, and quite deeply entrenched in their own system. Sometimes this related to power. Those with
the most power, were often the most reluctant to collaborate, because it meant sharing it. Those with
the least power, had little to lose by collaborating.

What we found helpful in encouraging people to suspend disbelief and take the risk to establish
interorganizational relationships, was to foster a sense that something had to be done, both by looking
at what worked currently, but also by exploring honestly the failings in the current system and how
they impacted on particular people, both patients and practitioners. This created urgency.

What practitioners valued most in almost every workshop we ran or every event we facilitated
was the chance to understand what each other did. As soon as they began to explore each other’s
roles and each other’s organizations in any depth, they almost always found ways of helping one
another in very practical ways. These turned into what are commonly known as ‘small tests of change’.
For instance, GPs began changing their prescribing practices so that home care staff did not have to
visit so often, and housebound elderly people could go out to a local lunch club rather than stay in so
that a worker could visit them and support them to take their medication. This meant the GP having
to spend more of their budget on medications which could be given twice a day rather than four times
a day, but they were willing to do it because they could see what a difference it made to the quality of
life of their patients. These small practical experiments in doing things differently began to add up to a
conviction that maybe things could be better through collaborating across and between organizations.

Suspending disbelief was facilitated by the three elements of the Stretch approach: curiosity,
courage and communication.

2 We use a variety of reflection cycles but they all start with us individually telling stories of our experience and then going
through a cycle which includes observing, reflecting, planning and identifying actions (ORPA designed by Research for Real
and based on the work of Yolande Wandsworth).
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6.2. Defining a Shared Purpose, and Getting Everyone to Sign Up to It

Health and social care integration aims to evidence high-level outcomes, which are achieved for
society as a whole and not just for the participating organizations.

The pressure to produce these outcomes as a result of integration is intense and unrelenting.
The Scottish Government are expecting more for patients and people who use services, at a lower cost.
At a societal level, there is a real reluctance by politicians, and the general public, to accept that the
present system is unaffordable and health and social care services will need to be rationed in some way.

In practice this means that difficult decisions about where to ration are left to local health and
social care leaders and managers again requiring courage. As well as improving services, health
and social care practitioners are tasked with improving public health overall (as a way of reducing
demand), and mobilizing as yet undefined, community resources. Given this context it is no wonder
that the task can feel overwhelming and produce both a sense of hopelessness and embattlement.
This is compounded by media coverage, which is mostly hostile.

Within this context, we commonly found that people were inclined to ‘get on with the job’ without
beginning with curiosity or communication which could lead to establishing meaningful tasks, roles
and responsibilities. Developing a shared purpose enabled practitioners to explore their own role in
relation to delivering that purpose and to explore what felt new, different and challenging about it.
This makes it sound as if the purpose was fixed and immutable. In Beston it was not. As issues were
explored, short term and medium term goals like encouraging the nurses to visit older people whilst
they were at the lunch club, rather than in the homes, which meant they had to stay in all day, were
constantly revisited and refined in the light of new knowledge. The long term goal of improving the
wellbeing of housebound elderly people through improving their services, remained the same.

Ensuring that those who would be working towards the purpose were part of defining it was
crucial. We saw several plans written by consultants or managers, which felt at best meaningless and
at worst dishonest, to those working on the ground.

6.3. Developing Accountability to a Shared Purpose

Health and social care partnerships are accountable to the Scottish Government for delivering
targets. These targets are often imposed from above, can be controversial, are often resented by
practitioners on the ground and little understood by the general public. Instead we attempted to
develop a sense of accountability to people who were using services and putting them at the heart
of the shared purpose was fundamental to this. The ideal way to do this was to get them in the
room as part of defining this purpose. However, this was not always possible. So, we encouraged
practitioners to bring their stories into the room and started with those, trying to ensure that those
closest to people using services had a strong voice. This worked well in Beston, where we started the
process by focusing on 4 case studies of older ‘housebound’ people; creating in those in the room a
sense of wonder, that people had so much unnecessary and conflicting support, a sense of frustration
both at the waste of resources and the distress caused to the recipients of the services and an urgent
desire for change and improvement.

6.4. Exploring Diversity and Building Trust

Schruijer points out that “successful collaboration means being able to work with diversity . . .
diversity which in itself gives rise to distrust, stereotyping and conflict” (Schruijer 2006).

Providing health and social care services to the whole population naturally entails a huge range of
diverse specialisms and skills. Interdisciplinary working adds another dimension to interorganizational
working. It is at its most effective when these specialists can work well with one another across
organizational boundaries. For instance, when a GP (who works within her own small partnership
business) knows enough about an older person’s support at home, that she can prescribe medication
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to be taken at a mealtime when a home carer (who works for the local authority) is likely to be there to
administer it.

Exploring diversity could be both an affirming and exciting experience in groups when they began
to realize the potential of what was on offer. However, they could also experience it as threatening,
particularly when their own specialism was under threat and when their organizations were competing
for scarce resources.

In several interorganizational groups we experienced a real reluctance to talk about the painful
and threatening aspects of working together. This manifested itself in conflict avoidance, which
resulted in simmering frustration, or at the other extreme a refusal to talk to or work with people from
different organizations. Both these behaviors naturally enough resulted in unproductive collaborations
in which a lot of time and effort was wasted in either avoiding difficult subjects or not being able to get
the right people in the room to talk about them.

Good solid working relationships are at the heart of collaboration. Building these relationships
across organizations takes time, commitment and a willingness to take a risk to notice areas of
disagreement and explore difference.

We have noticed two attitudes to relationship building. The first is the assumption that they are
already built, which made us wonder whether participants were ‘colluding’ in avoiding the discomfort
and conflict, which might be inherent in going a bit deeper and working towards meaningful change.

We experienced this phenomenon strongly in one partnership in which we worked, where a real
discussion of difference was seen as very threatening. We were constantly told that relationships were
good and therefore coming together was a redundant activity; managers just needed to be left alone to
get on with their work in their way. All difficulties were blamed on budget cuts and poor leadership.

This entrenched sense of powerlessness and being victims of forces beyond their control, was the
view of a minority of group members, but they had a strong voice, and other members of the group
found it impossible to challenge them. When we challenged them, we felt more like school-teachers,
than facilitators or consultants.

Over time this changed. Two years later, those most resistant to change have moved on, managers
have begun exercising their power in more constructive ways and difference is being confronted more
openly. However, there is a deep-rooted power imbalance between the two main parties, health and
social care. The split in the senior leadership team is acknowledged but entrenched, so progress is both
slow and frustrating.

The second attitude we encountered was that it is not worth taking the time to build relationships
because we need to get on with the work. What we have found is that taking the time to explore what
matters to people, individually, what their work experience is, and what their values are, provides
a strong foundation for developing a common endeavor, as is demonstrated in the Beston example
detailed earlier. It enables people to overcome their instinctive fear of ‘the other’, and to challenge
their assumptions about the other’s motivations. It leads to the development of working relationships
which are based on respect rather than assumptions; where each partner recognizes the value in, and
the contribution of the other. It enables the development of trust, where each partner is confident
that the other is committed to the same end; and will put that end before their own organizational or
individual interests.

It does not avoid conflict but it does create the conditions in which difference can be addressed
constructively, rather than explosively or covertly. Ultimately it leads to getting the job done quicker
and more effectively because there is less chance of miscommunication and misunderstanding.

When people have the courage to name either their fears or their suspicions, it often had a
transformational effect on the group, who were then able to work together in a far more meaningful
way. Sometimes this could be as simple as someone saying they felt overwhelmed and unsupported,
as the nurse did in the Beston example. That was an experience others could relate to, and it felt true
enough that the group immediately understood that we were there to work on the real issues.
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Creating safe enough conditions for groups to work in this way was often challenging. Trust takes
time to develop and can only be sustained if all parties demonstrate through their actions as well as
their words, that they are working towards the same goals. Open and transparent leadership, which
modelled a strong collaborative approach was key and is discussed later.

6.5. Designing Purposeful Structural Change

“I might have had this almost mystical belief that the structures and processes we are putting
in place will lead to integration, when the hallmark of integration will be relationships and
dialogue. It needs to be built on that solid foundation, otherwise nothing else will work,
whatever procedure you type up and circulate.” (social work team manager)

New structures bridging organizations were often created, before purpose and working practices
had been explored, before relationships had been developed and before a new culture had even been
discussed let alone defined. The urge to act quickly and concretely without real forethought was strong.
One practitioner commented:

“Health and social care integration is not about new structures, but about how we make
services work locally. When you make it real and concrete through relationship and dialogue,
it makes sense.” (participant)

Part of the hopelessness and disaffection we encountered in our work in integration came from
a mismatch between the aspiration and the reality epitomized by structures, which were impeding
rather than facilitating collaboration (this was particularly true in IT where it is very difficult to share
data). Structures were also failing to hold people to account for poor performance and to enable and
reward good practice.

The most effective structural changes followed a clear agreement on what would support working
to purpose and were facilitated by good relationships. This meant that even when structural change
meant people either losing their jobs or being redeployed, they could see the rationale and justification
for it in relation to the wider outcomes for those benefiting from the collaboration.

“We deliberately didn’t focus on structural moves at the beginning—our focus was on
working together . . . structure would come later and is still coming, we are trying to get the
best fit at this point in time, structural changes create huge tension, leave all of us feeling
insecure.” (leader within a health and social care collaboration)

6.6. Courageous and Systemic Leadership

The biggest common denominator for successful collaborations was courageous and systemic
leadership, at different levels of the organizations. This meant having leaders at the top who were
willing to take the risk to challenge the targets imposed on them by government. It meant leaders who
showed that they were willing to look beyond their own and their organization’s interests to the wider
interests of the collaboration.

It meant leaders who were willing to try new ways of working, knowing that they might fail.
It meant leaders who took the time to listen and try to understand the whole picture rather than become
immersed in one part of it. It meant leaders who were willing to create a structure for the long term
rather than something which suited their interests in the short term. One leader spoke about this as
designing a collaboration that would work for the next generation of leaders, rather than for himself or
his colleagues.

It meant leaders who were willing to listen to the dissenting voices and acknowledge where they
were right rather than trying to shut them down.

It meant leaders who were willing to give themselves and others the time needed to explore the
underlying issues and complexity rather than reaching for immediate and short-term solutions.
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We saw plenty of examples of this kind of leadership. It added up to systemic leadership, which
moved from blaming one party or another to a real understanding of how the current conditions had
been created and what needed to be done to address them.

We also saw plenty of examples of failures in leadership where leaders modelled putting themselves
before the interests of the collaboration often in quite concrete ways. One leader sought a pay rise
whilst arguing that he did not have the finance to set up permanent collaborative roles. Whilst there
were undoubtedly good reasons for the pay rise it had a devastating effect on the morale and credibility
of the collaborative venture.

Although modelling good leadership at the top of the collaboration is crucial, good leadership at
every level is at the heart of making a difference on the ground and delivering positive outcomes for
people in communities. One leader commented:

“Empowerment of staff helps to get things happening from the bottom up. There are things
happening that they don’t tell me these days. It is not out of control but good innovation, it’s
a trust thing.”

7. Final Reflections

Through reflection we came up with the six practices any interorganizational collaboration would
do well to adopt. Taking the plunge and suspending disbelief was fundamental to getting started
on collaboration in the context of health and social care integration. Defining a shared purpose and
developing accountability to one another for working towards that purpose gave an impetus and
a clear direction to the collaboration. Taking the time to build relationships, explore diversity and
tackle the difficult dynamics inherent in difference, ultimately facilitated faster and more purposeful
action. And finally, modelling courageous and systemic leadership at every level renewed energy
and motivation.

What we have learned is that good intentions are not enough. For collaboration to be effective
there needs to be a very clear purpose which is foreground and center all of the time. Even with
that clear purpose, effective collaboration takes time, effort and commitment, so finding real ways to
notice the difference it makes from the outset is crucial. These differences do not have to be large. For
practitioners to commit themselves they just needed to see small improvements in the lives of their
patients, which ignites their hope that working together could be far more productive than working on
their own or in their own silo.

The work of Heifetz, Wilber and Kegan and Lahey has proved useful both to us in developing our
thinking and our approach as facilitators and consultants, and to participants in interorganizational
collaborations when we have used it directly. We are still discovering which elements of our Stretch
approach work best in the interorganizational context. Encouraging curiosity, developing new ways of
communicating and providing conditions in which people can be courageous have definitely worked,
but undoubtedly there is more that we can learn about this. Senior leadership came to endorse the
value of spending time together to work on developing relationships and exploring roles and purpose
before plunging into action. It was not without frustration but it did allow us to explore pain and
frustration in a meaningful and ultimately productive way.

The last words come from participants in the Beston collaboration who have continued to meet
and address their common issues in smaller configurations:

“I feel really energized, the openness has been really encouraging—this work could have
such a big impact.” (Occupational Therapist)

“I am sensing real enthusiasm from our different roles—this work is really important— and
it is about aligning needs with support rather than having an agenda about cutting services.”
(service manager)
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Abstract: Multiparty systems (MPSs) are defined as collaborative task-systems composed of various
stakeholders (organizations or their representatives) that deal with complex issues that cannot be
addressed by a single group or organization. Our study uses a behavioral simulation in which
six stakeholder groups engage in interactions in order to reach a set of agreements with respect to
complex educational policies. We use a social network perspective to explore the dynamics of network
centrality during intergroup interactions in the simulation and show that trust self-enhancement at
the onset of the simulation has a positive impact on the evolution of network centrality throughout
the simulation. Our results have important implications for the social networks dynamics in MPSs
and point towards the benefit of using social network analytics as exploration and/or facilitating
tools in MPSs.

Keywords: social networks; multiparty systems; trust; centrality

1. Introduction

Multiparty systems (MPSs) are social systems, composed of several organizations or their
representatives that interact in order to make decisions or address complex issues with major social
impact (Curs, eu and Schruijer 2017). Such issues include sustainable urban development, natural
resource management (including water use), or dealing with climate change. Therefore, MPSs bring
together various stakeholder groups (typically more than three parties) that engage within, as well
as between, group interactions in an attempt to find integrative solutions to these complex issues
(Curs, eu and Schruijer 2018). MPSs often face significant challenges in reaching the desired outcome,
as they embed substantial diversity (e.g., interests, backgrounds, and power asymmetries) (Vansina
and Taillieu 1997; Fleştea et al. 2017) on the one hand, and a great degree of interdependence on the
other hand (e.g., the sustainable and comprehensive solutions can be reached only by building on
integrative actions).

In some cases, MPSs can have a formal governance structure (especially in situations in which
formal representatives of the state or government are part of the MPS), yet most of the times the
governance of MPSs emerges from the interactions, joint practices, and efforts aimed at unraveling
and working with the interdependencies among the stakeholders that compose the system (Bouwen
and Taillieu 2004). Such an emergent governance is often hindered as the stakeholders that join the
system may bring in frictional relational histories, misunderstandings, or false assumptions that lead
to stereotyping and negative behaviors and impede the functioning of the whole system (Schruijer
2006). Due to the relational tensions, oftentimes, some of the stakeholders may get marginalized
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or even be excluded from the system. In such a case, these stakeholders cannot achieve their aims.
Moreover, the system itself may lose its integrity and ultimately fails to achieve its purpose. Therefore,
goal achievement motivates stakeholders to be actively engaged in the relational dynamics of the MPS.
In social network terms, stakeholders seek to establish and maintain advantageous central positions in
the social networks that capture the relational landscape of the MPS. A key question is: what makes a
stakeholder central in the collaboration network of an MPS?

Popular business literature acclaims trust as a social lubricant and scholarly research shows that
trust fosters collaboration in work teams (Costa et al. 2018), decreases conflict (Curs, eu and Schruijer
2010) and facilitates the development of collaborative relations in MPSs (Vansina and Taillieu 1997).
Organizational research shows that trust is more likely to emerge in decentralized (organic) rather than
hierarchical organizational structures (Costa et al. 2018). Moreover, social network research claims
that knowing who trusts whom accurately predicts who will interact with whom and in what way
(Kilduff and Brass 2010). Trust however is a multifaceted (e.g., cognitive, affective, relational, etc.) and
multilayered (e.g., interpersonal, intra-group, inter-group, etc.) phenomenon and its relationship with
actors’ structural positions in social networks is complex. Building on social interdependence theories
(Deutsch 1949; Holmes 2002), we set out to explore the role of trust expectations as antecedents of
network centrality in MPSs. We build on social comparison and self-enhancement arguments (Kwan
et al. 2004) to argue that at the onset of social interactions in MPSs, stakeholders engage in social
comparison (me versus others) and the emerging trust self-enhancement (trust in myself versus trust
in others) ultimately shapes one’s centrality in the collaboration network in MPSs. In other words, we
claim that one’s centrality in social networks originates from trust expectations based on the social
comparison processes at the onset of social interactions.

In this paper, we build on the social network approach to argue that an MPS can be conceptualized
as a network of groups that interact with each other in order to jointly define and solve the task at hand.
We extend the research on MPSs in several ways. First, our exploration is among the first attempts
to explore the dynamics of network centrality using sequential evaluations of network perceptions
collected at four points during a behavioral simulation. We use a longitudinal data collection approach
to test the effect of trust self-enhancement on the emergence and evolution of network centrality.
Second, we employ a socio-structural view and a network aggregation procedure in which we combine
individual perceptions of network centrality to obtain group level estimates that are representative
for each stakeholder group. As such, our paper provides an empirical illustration of how social
network procedures can be used to understand the dynamics of MPSs. Third, we explore trust
self-enhancement as one of the cognitive antecedents of the structural position in the MPS network.
Using this self-enhancement approach to trust, we move beyond the traditional view that trust is the
property of an agent and we explore trust as emergent from social comparison processes in a context
of social relations.

2. Theory and Hypothesis

2.1. A Social Network Approach to MPSs

MPSs bring together various stakeholder groups with the goal to address complex issues,
oftentimes resulting in decisions with far-reaching implications (i.e., sustainability decisions, designing
new laws, etc.) (Curs, eu and Schruijer 2017). The decision tasks that such systems face are often vague
at the onset of the stakeholders’ interactions and the outcome is difficult to predict from the initial
expectations and aspirations each stakeholder has. In order to be successful, the stakeholders in the
MPS are compelled to engage in collaborative processes and are motivated to establish and maintain a
central position in the relational landscape of the MPS. That is, each stakeholder is expected to actively
participate and share its interests, views, and concerns regarding the topic at hand. Moreover, as the
views and interests expressed during interactions are often diverse, the stakeholders are required to
engage in and integrate the task disagreements, in search for the integrative potential of the situation
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(Gray 1989; Curs, eu and Schruijer 2017). In doing so, the stakeholders also need to handle the differences
regarding their identities, status, and power (Schruijer 2006), and work with the various perceptions
and behavioral expectations they hold regarding both one’s own group and the other groups in the
system (Curs, eu and Schruijer 2018).

So far, the dynamics of MPSs was explored under a variety of frameworks, ranging from
psychodynamics (Schruijer and Vansina 2008), to relational (Gray 1989; Schruijer 2008) and
process-based approaches (Gray 1985). In this paper, we take a structural approach to MPSs and
argue that MPSs are social networks, in which stakeholder groups are represented by nodes that are
interconnected by an evolving web of social ties. In this framework, the MPS dynamics is captured by
the structural changes that occur in the nodes and tie characteristics during social interactions (Snijders
2001). In other words, in a structural approach, the evolution of the social network structure in an MPS
captures the dynamics of the relational landscape emerging in such a complex system.

Social capital research brought extensive evidence on the value of social ties, linking one’s position
in the network to various beneficial outcomes such as: power (Brass and Burkhardt 1993; Kilduff and
Krackhardt 1994), leadership (Brass and Krackhardt 1999; Pastor et al. 2002), or performance (Hansen
1999; Tsai 2001). Out of the various metrics that describe an actor’s structural position in the system,
centrality refers to the degree to which a node (a stakeholder group in this case) is connected to all the
other nodes in the network (Westbay et al. 2014). Collaboration centrality, in particular, indicates the
number of collaborative relations between a stakeholder group and the other groups in the system. We
used two indicators of network centrality, namely betweenness and closeness. Betweenness centrality
refers to the number of times that a stakeholder in the system connects other stakeholders (pairwise)
that are not directly in contact in the network (Freeman 1979). It is a measure of a bridging role in the
MPS. On the other hand, closeness centrality refers to how close a node is from all the other nodes in
the system (Freeman 1979). A stakeholder with high closeness centrality is situated in the middle of
the MPS network and well connected with the rest of the stakeholders.

A stakeholder group that has a central position in an MPS is likely to be more influential and
efficient in working at the multiparty and own agenda, as compared to a peripheral actor. It benefits
from the multiple exchanges with other groups within the system such that it has greater access to
information, support, and other resources received through the social ties (Oh et al. 2004). A stakeholder
that is on average closer to the other stakeholders in the system (i.e., it has a high level of closeness
centrality) can gather useful information more easily, while it can also more readily communicate
its interests throughout the network and work on its agenda. Similarly, a stakeholder with high
betweenness centrality plays the role of a broker, facilitating the information flow between other
unconnected nodes in the MPS (Burt 1995). As previously discussed, openly discussing vested
interests and concerns (i.e., handling task disagreements) among all stakeholders in the system, as well
as solving relational conflicts, is a requirement for a successful collaboration (Curs, eu and Schruijer
2017). On the other hand such a stakeholder can also act as a gatekeeper, blocking the information
flow in the network (Burt 1995). Due to the dependency of others, on the stakeholders with high
betweenness centrality, the latter is often considered an indicator of the power and influence these
actors have in an MPS (Krackhardt 1996). In other words, given the high degree of interdependence
experienced by stakeholders in MPSs, seeking a central position in the collaborative process is an
advantageous strategy for maintaining one’s status, power, and influence in such systems.

2.2. Trust Self-Enhancement and Centrality in MPS Systems

Trust or perceptions of trustworthiness refer to an individual or shared group belief that another
stakeholder (individual or group) is honest, reliable (i.e., makes efforts to uphold commitments), and
fair i.e., will not take advantage given the opportunity) (Cummings and Bromiley 1996; Zaheer et
al. 1998). Whether within-group or between groups, trust is therefore a lubricant for social relations.
Abundant research showed that trust increases cooperation (and cooperation further increases trust in
a spiral effect (Ferrin et al. 2008), and it does so even in the absence of authority relations (Bradach and
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Eccles 1989), itfosters information sharing and reduces the need to monitor others’ behaviors (Curall
and Judge 1995; Uzzi 1997).

To summarize, conventional theorizing of trust and social networks suggests that trust in others
is a key ingredient for cooperation and communication (Rousseau et al. 1998). In other words,
if stakeholders trust other stakeholders, they will be inclined to reach out, establish ties, cooperate,
and ultimately increase their collaborative centrality. However, as argued by Edelenbos and van
Meerkerk (2015), “the relations between connective capacity, trust and boundary spanning are not
unproblematic” (p. 27) as generalized trust in others could also generate lock-in effects and ultimately
isolate stakeholders in sparse ego-centric social networks and decrease their network centrality. In an
exploration of social networks emerging in a water governance context (in the U.S. National Estuary
Program), Berardo (2009) showed that if a particular stakeholder trusted another party, they did not
seek to establish ties with additional parties in the system that were trusted by their trustee. However,
if the initial level of trust towards a party was low, stakeholders made sure that they were accurately
informed by seeking input from all parties in the system. Berardo (2009) suggests that the network
behavior of stakeholders with a generalized lack of trust in others could be driven by self-defense and
motivate these (non-trusting) stakeholders to acquire a central position in the network, in order to be
well informed and establish (or maintain) a strategic advantage. We argue that trust self-enhancement
is actually the driving mechanism explaining one’s network centrality. Network behavior is driven
by social comparison, and if a stakeholder has a substantial amount of self-trust and rather low trust
in others (high trust self-enhancement and high group distinctiveness), they will tend to establish
and maintain a large number of social ties and become a central actor in the network and acquire
more power.

The role of trust self-enhancement in MPSs is grounded in the extension to the intergroup
interactions of the expectation states theory (Berger et al. 1974; Berger et al. 1977). In line with
this theory, the stakeholder groups form expectations about how much they trust themselves and
the other stakeholders, as well as their collaborative intentions. Before the groups have the chance
to interact with one another, they build a generalized anticipation related to the trustworthiness
and collaborativeness of the other stakeholders in the system (Curs, eu and Schruijer 2018). Trust
self-enhancement, as we argued before, increases group distinctiveness and the motivation to establish
and maintain an advantageous position in the MPS social network. Therefore, trust self-enhancement
becomes a basis for expected and real status and prestige differences among stakeholders (Berger et
al. 1974; Berger et al. 1977). Given the high interdependence experienced in MPSs, trusting oneself
more than others may foster self-interest and motivate stakeholders to seek contact with as many
stakeholders as possible in order to maintain a sense of control and a high group distinctiveness. We
argue that trust self-enhancement increases stakeholders’ expectations to achieve a central network
position fosters their collaborative efforts and ultimately influences the real experienced centrality in
the MPS (as indicated by betweenness and closeness centrality).

Social identity and social categorization theories (Tajfel and Turner 1979) state that social
categorization (“us” versus “them”) is associated with in-group valorization (i.e., ascribing positive
intentions and qualities to in-group members) and out-group devaluation (i.e., assigning negative
qualities and intentions to out-group members). We argue that trust self-enhancement (i.e., a difference
in the level of perceived trustworthiness of “our” group versus the other groups operating in the
system) is likely to arise and point towards a self-enhancement inter-group strategy (i.e., we perceive
“our” group to be more trustworthy compared to the way we perceive the other groups in the system).
In other words, trust self-enhancement motivates the groups to seek and maintain a central position in
the collaboration network in order to maintain their distinctiveness.

Therefore, our study investigates the role of trust self-enhancement in stakeholders’ centrality in
the social network that emerges in MPSs as these stakeholders seek agreement in a decision situation.
Moreover, ones’ expectations of collaboration centrality will sequentially predict the centrality of that
stakeholder in the social network as intergroup interactions progress. We therefore hypothesize that:

90



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 60

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Trust self-enhancement has a positive influence on the perceived stakeholder centrality in
the social networks across time.

3. Methods

3.1. Sample and Procedure

This study used a participative learning experience developed based on the principles of a
multiparty simulation described in Vansina et al. (1998). The simulation was developed as a learning
tool to be used in educational settings in order to teach students about inter-organizational relationships
and group dynamics. The data were collected during nine simulations with a total of 239 participants
(198 females, average age 23.65 years), nested in 54 groups. The participants were bachelor’s and
master’s degree students, enrolled in a Romanian University, and the simulation was part of their
curricular activity. Each simulation included six groups acting as representatives of organizations
that have a high stake in the Romanian education system: The Ministry of National Education,
The Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, The National Trade Unions
Federation, The National Alliance of Student Organizations in Romania, The Romanian Association
of Entrepreneurs, and The Civil Society. Their task was to reach consensus on a decision regarding
two critical topics of Education Law. Specifically, the task was to decide (through consensus) whether
two articles from the education law (related to university rankings and funding based on academic
performance) should be immediately applied, postponed for a limited or unlimited period of time,
or suspended. In other words, the simulation creates a multi-party decision context in which several
stakeholders collaborate to make a decision in which they have vested interests.

Each simulation started with a briefing on the role that each of the six stakeholders has for the
Romanian education system and on the structure of the simulation. The stakeholders interacted in real
time and the simulation lasted one day. Therefore, during intergroup interactions, the stakeholders
could not avail the passage of time beyond the amount of time allocated for the simulation (e.g.,
thus, they could not assume that several days/weeks have passed). Groups started with an initial
within-group discussion (the first survey took place after this stage, at Time 1), followed by three
iterations of 45 min between-group visits (where only a maximum of three stakeholders were allowed in
the same room), and plenary sessions with delegates from each stakeholder in the system (subsequent
evaluations took place after each plenary session at Times 2, 3, and 4). After the initial briefing, the
participants were asked to express their preferences for a maximum of three stakeholders involved
in the system or for taking an observer role. Based on their expressed preferences, each participant
was assigned to a stakeholder group and instructed to study the booklets containing information
about their interests, expertise, and access to resources, as well as general information about each of
the remaining stakeholder in the MPS. All simulations ended with a debriefing session focused on
reflecting on the within and between group dynamics.

3.2. Measures

Participants were asked to fill in a questionnaire at four time points: after the first in-group
meeting (Time 1—planning the strategy, before interacting with the other groups), and after each of the
three plenaries (Times 2, 3, and 4)—the round table meetings where delegates attempted to integrate
the information they had collected during visiting times and to reach consensus. The questionnaire was
based on a round robin procedure (each stakeholder evaluated all the other stakeholders in the system
including self-ratings) and included measures of trust and collaborative relations. The questionnaire
at Time 1 evaluated the expectations one had regarding the trustworthiness and collaboration of the
stakeholders in the system, and at Times 2, 3, and 4, the items referred to perceptions regarding the
experienced collaborativeness of each stakeholder.

At Time 1 we used a round robin procedure to evaluate the expected trustworthiness of one’s
own and the other groups, on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = “not at all” to 7 = “very much”). The
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item was worded as follows: Based on the information you have gathered so far, how trustworthy is the
organization “X”? Trust self-enhancement was evaluated using a procedure described in Kwan et al.
(2004) as the difference between self-rated trust and trust ascribed to all the other stakeholders in
the system. According to Kwan et al. (2004), this self-enhancement index reflects (favorable) social
comparison processes or the extent to which the members of a stakeholder group perceive their own
group as more trustworthy than they perceive the other stakeholders in the system.

To compute network centrality, we used a matrix approach, and asked respondents to generate
pairwise evaluations of the collaboration between the stakeholders in the system: Based on the information
you have gathered so far, please rate the quality of the relation between all the organizations. Therefore, we asked
participants to fill out a matrix containing all dyadic relations among stakeholders. The evaluations
were made on a scale between −5 and +5 (where −5 refers to a very conflictual relation and +5
to a very collaborative relation, 0 represents the absence of conflict or the absence of collaboration).
Therefore, to estimate the collaborative ties, we have recoded all negative values as zero. We have
focused on the ties participants reported for their own group as these are most likely to be the accurate
representations of the collaborative relations in MPSs (participants might have had misconceptions
about the relations among other groups in the MPS) (Casciaro 1998). As such, the centrality indices were
computed by aggregating individual perceptions of own group centrality in the context of the MPS
network. Networks were generated for each group, in each session, at four time intervals. As indicators
of network centrality, we have used two indices that estimate centrality for each stakeholder in the
network relative to the rest of the network, namely closeness and betweenness centrality. Closeness
centrality is a measure defined as the sum of geodesic distances from a node to all others in the
network. Geodesic distance from a node to another node is the length of the shortest path connecting
them (Freeman 1979). In other words, closeness centrality is an estimate of how central a particular
stakeholder in the generic MPS network is. A stakeholder with high closeness centrality indicates
that the members of the respective stakeholder group perceive it “in the middle” of the MPS network.
Betweenness centrality is a measure of how often a given node falls along the shortest path between
two other nodes, and is typically interpreted in terms of the potential for controlling flows through the
network. The betweenness of a target stakeholder in the MPS network estimates the relative number
of stakeholder pairs that can only communicate with each other via the target stakeholder. Therefore,
a node with a high betweenness is very likely to have substantial power because it can control the
possibility of other nodes reaching each other via efficient paths (Freeman 1979).

4. Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented in Table 1.
In order to perform the network analyses, data was processed in the open-source statistical

programming language R (R Core Team 2013, Vienna, Austria). Networks were generated by
aggregating individual perceptions within each group, in each simulation, at four points in time.
Networks visualization was run using the qgraph package from R (Epskamp et al. 2012) and the
igraph package (Csardi and Nepusz 2006). In order to weight the degree of collaboration for each
stakeholder nested in each simulation, we used the scores ranging from 0 to +5 where 0 represents
absence of collaboration and +5 a very collaborative relationship (scores between −5 and 0 were
excluded as they were illustrative of conflictual relations and not collaboration.). The aggregated
networks obtained were in the form of weighted undirected networks with multiple ties. Closeness
and betweenness indices (Freeman 1979) were computed with the centrality function from qgraph
packages. This function computes and returns betweenness and closeness indices between all pairs of
nodes in the graph with a tuning parameter of α = 1. When α = 1, the outcome is the same as the one
obtained with the classical Dijkstra’s algorithm (Dijkstra 1959; Opsahl et al. 2010).
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As we collected data in four successive waves during the simulation, we could explore sequential
mediation models (model 6) using the Process Macro (Preacher and Hayes 2008, Preacher and Hayes
2008). As network indicators were computed based on aggregated networks at the group level, we
entered group size as a covariate in the analyses. We then estimated sequential mediation paths from
trust self-enhancement as evaluated at Time 1 (expectations) to subsequent centrality scores in the four
time lags. The results of the mediation analysis for betweenness as an indicator of network centrality
are presented in Table 2 and summarized in Figure 1.

Table 2. Overview of the mediation effects estimated in our analyses.

Estimated Mediation Chains
Betweenness Centrality Closeness Centrality

Effect Size (SE) 95% CI Effect Size (SE) 95% CI

TSE→CT1→CT4 0.25 (0.27) [−0.07, 1.03] 0.03 (0.03) [−0.01, 0.11]
TSE→CT1→CT2→CT4 0.09 (0.13) [−0.03, 52] −0.01 (0.01) [−0.05, 0.01]
TSE→CT1→CT3→CT4 0.10 (0.17) [−0.02, 0.78] −0.01 (0.01) [−0.04, 0.01]

TSE→CT1→CT2→CT3→CT4 0.13 (0.12) [0.01, 0.70] 0.02 (0.01) [0.01, 0.05]
TSE→CT2→CT4 −0.09 (0.13) [−0.55, 0.04] 0.01 (0.02) [−0.01, 0.08]

TSE→CT2→CT3→CT4 −0.12 (0.10) [−0.55, −0.01] −0.02 (0.02) [−0.07, 0.01]
TSE→CT3→CT4 −0.09 (0.20) [−0.67, 0.22] 0.01 (0.04) [−0.05, 0.09]

Note: TSE—trust self-enhancement, CT1—centrality at Time 1, CT2—centrality at Time 2, CT3—centrality at Time 3,
CT4—centrality at Time 4.

Figure 1. Results of the sequential mediation model for collaboration betweenness. Note:
SE—self-enhancement, CollBet—collaboration betweenness, T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, etc., * p < 0.05;
** p < 0.01; path coefficients are non-standardized coefficients reported from the most complete model,
i.e., the model in which all previous variables in the mediation chain are included.

The full sequential mediation chain from trust self-enhancement expectations, to collaboration
betweenness at Time 1, then at Times 2, 3, and 4 is significant. The indirect effect (trust self-enhancement
→ collaboration betweenness at T1 → collaboration betweenness at T2 → collaboration betweenness at
T3 → collaboration betweenness at T4) was positive and significant, the effect size was 0.13 (SE = 0.12),
with a 95% confidence interval (CI) of 0.01–0.70, and because the confidence interval did not contain
zero, we can conclude that the indirect effect was positive and significant as hypothesized. In other
words, trust self-enhancement had a positive influence on the perceived betweenness at the end of the
simulation, by sequentially increasing betweenness at Time 1, then Time 2, then Time 3 and Time 4.
However, the results of the sequential mediation revealed an additional significant indirect effect.
This indirect effect led from trust self-enhancement expectations at Time 1 to betweenness at Time 2,
then Time 3, then Time 4, thus estimating the effect of trust expectations on network centrality as
estimated after the inter-group interactions commence. This indirect effect was, however, negative:
−0.12 (SE = 0.10), 95% CI [−0.55, −0.01], and as the confidence interval did not include zero, the
effect was considered significant. In other words, trust self-enhancement negatively predicted the
betweenness at the end of the simulation, by sequentially decreasing betweenness at Times 2 and 3.
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We used a similar bootstrapping procedure to estimate the sequential mediation effects from trust
expectations to network closeness. The results of the mediation analysis for the closeness centrality
indicator are presented in Table 2 and summarized in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Results of the sequential mediation model for collaboration closeness. Note:
SE—self-enhancement, CollClo—collaboration closeness, T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, etc.; † p < 0.10,
** p < 0.01; path coefficients are non-standardized coefficients reported from the most complete model,
i.e., the model in which all previous variables in the mediation chain are included.

As indicated by the path coefficients presented in Figure 2, the full sequential indirect effect (trust
self-enhancement → collaboration closeness at T1 → collaboration closeness at T2 → collaboration
closeness at T3 → collaboration closeness at T4) was positive. The indirect effect was 0.02 (SE = 0.01),
95% CI [0.01, 0.05], and as the confidence interval did not include zero, we can conclude that the effect
was significant. The sequential mediation analysis for closeness did not reveal any other significant
indirect effects; therefore, we can conclude that the indirect effect for closeness was aligned with our
hypothesis. A full summary of all mediation effects estimated with model 6 in the Process Macro
(Preacher and Hayes 2008) is presented in Table 2.

5. Discussion

This study explores the implications of trust self-enhancement (i.e., a group assigns more trust
to oneself as compared to the trust assigned to the other stakeholder groups) for the evolution of
perceived centrality (expected before the intergroup interactions and experienced during the intergroup
interactions) in the MPSs. More exactly, we analyzed the impact of trust self-enhancement expectations
on betweenness and closeness centrality indices as they evolved during the intergroup interactions in
an MPS composed of six stakeholders dealing with a complex decision task.

As the results show, trust self-enhancement was a precursor of network centrality in the
sense that trust self-enhancement at Time 1 (one’s own group is perceived as more trustworthy
as compared to the other stakeholders in the MPS) led to increased expectations regarding one’s own
betweenness and closeness centrality at Time 1 (prior to the interactions with other stakeholders). Then,
these expectations sequentially increased the perceptions of experienced betweenness and closeness
centrality at Times 2, 3, and 4.

Stakeholders that perceived themselves as being more trustworthy (i.e., more honest, reliable, and
less likely to exploit the others), than the other stakeholders in the MPS, were motivated to seek and
maintain a central position in the MPS network in order to maintain a high group distinctiveness and
ultimately acquire more power. Central stakeholders could make useful contributions to the task at
hand by sharing relevant information and by trying to integrate the differences stemming from the
other stakeholder groups in the system that might not be otherwise connected through betweenness
centrality (ultimately central actors may become more powerful this way). Moreover, expectations
regarding one’s own betweenness centrality in the collaboration network were further positively
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associated with perceptions regarding one’s betweenness centrality observed in real inter-group
interactions throughout the simulation. As previously argued, enacting such a bridging role within the
MPS was an indicator of the stakeholder’s power and influence within the system. Such a privileged
position may have a beneficial impact for the success of the collaboration process, since, in order to
achieve a comprehensive decision, the system is required to integrate the needs and concerns of all
actors involved in the process (Schruijer 2006; Gray 2007; Curs, eu and Schruijer 2017) and a stakeholder
with high betweenness centrality can facilitate this process. However, such a stakeholder may also act
as a gatekeeper, blocking the information flow and thus impeding the collaboration process (Burt 1995).
In MPSs involved in decision-making tasks, as was the case in our study, such central stakeholders
acting as gatekeepers may have prevented consensus to emerge.

Similarly, trust self-enhancement was positively associated with closeness centrality in the
collaboration network throughout the simulation. Viewing one’s own group as more trustworthy led
first to an anticipation of having a more central position in the system, which, in turn, materialized
in experienced closeness. The emergence of closeness centrality was relevant for the collaboration
process, as the stakeholder groups that relationally are on average closer to the other stakeholders
in the system (i.e., they have a high level of closeness centrality) could more easily gather useful
information, communicate interests throughout the network, and help with integrating the diverse
points of view. On the other hand, high levels of closeness centrality may also impede the potential
for fruitful collaboration, as such central stakeholders may push forward their (hidden) agenda, by
suppressing diversity and prevent participation, especially from less powerful stakeholders in the
system (Curs, eu and Schruijer 2017).

These results extend the expectations state theory (Berger et al. 1974; Berger et al. 1977) by showing
that prior to engaging in intergroup interactions, self-enhanced perceptions of trust lead to expectations
about a high centrality in the MPS network. These expectations are probably rooted in two mechanisms:
self-esteem and self-defense. On the one hand, high self-trust mobilizes the stakeholder to actively
engage in intergroup interactions, and on the other hand, rather low trust of others may stimulate the
stakeholder to reach out to others in order to establish and maintain control over their actions in an
MPS. Seeking and maintaining a high centrality in the MPS network is likely to be a mechanism that
allows stakeholders to maintain their high distinctiveness as a group related to trust self-enhancement.

An important claim based on these results is that collaboration starts in the minds of those
involved and it is later on shaped by the contextual dynamics and social complexities emerging in
MPSs. This adds value to practice as well. The onset of interactions in MPSs seems to be crucial.
Prior to any kind of interactions between the stakeholders, consultants and managers can guide the
stakeholders to work with themselves and engage in reflective processes about the positive impact
of their role in the system and empower them to create expectations about the contribution they can
bring to the system.

Our findings also revealed an additional effect regarding the implications of trust
self-enhancement for collaborative betweenness network centrality in interactions (not mediated by
betweenness centrality expectations evaluated at Time 1). The indirect effect of trust self-enhancement
via experienced collaboration betweenness at Time 2, and the sequentially at Time 3 and Time 4,
was negative and significant (effect size −0.12, SE = 0.10, 95% CI [−0.55, −0.01]). Through this
mediation path that excluded expectations of betweenness, trust self-enhancement actually decreased
betweenness after the onset of intergroup interactions (although this effect was not significant). It was
therefore likely that this negative significant indirect effect was explained by the sequential positive
association between collaboration betweenness at Times 2, 3, and 4. A potential explanation is that
initial trust self-enhancement may lead to overconfidence concerning one’s centrality position in
the MPS network. When the interactions begin, the stakeholders with high trust self-enhancement
may discover that the other stakeholders do not perceive them as being so central in the system.
Overconfidence could therefore be an alternative mechanism that explains the workings of trust
self-enhancement in MPS.
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This emergent result points towards a dual mechanism that connects trust self-enhancement
with betweenness centrality. On the one hand, trust self-enhancement influences the expected
network position and enhances one’s centrality in the collaboration network. On the other hand,
trust self-enhancement may generate overconfidence in one’s position, that leads to a decrease in
collaboration centrality after real between-group interactions start. We could fully explore the first
mechanism through the sequential mediation analyses reported in Figures 1 and 2. However, we did
not collect data on overconfidence that could elucidate the second mechanism likely to be involved
here. Future research could further explore the co-existence of these two mechanisms linking trust
self-enhancement expectations to centrality in the collaborative network.

To conclude, the main contribution of this study is the result concerning the sequential
development of betweenness and closeness centrality, in line with the view of multiparty systems
as dynamic entities (Curs, eu and Schruijer 2017). In such a system, stakeholders with sometimes
very different concerns and agendas interact in the hope of reaching a common goal that cannot be
envisioned from the start of the interaction. In order to do so, the stakeholders are expected to share
their interests and concerns and use their expertise to work through disagreements. Often, however,
they start their interactions based on initial assumptions about each other, which they subsequently
test and (re)shape according to the information gathered during intergroup interactions. In turn, the
emerging cognitive structures (social networks in minds) will further influence the network centrality
of the stakeholders. The structure of the collaboration network is thus subject to constant change, in
line with the within and between group dynamics.

Our paper also points towards the relevance of using a social network analysis in the exploration
of MPSs dynamics. Modern analytical approaches allow the integration of various network perceptions
in aggregated social networks that capture the relational landscape of MPSs. Next to the benefit of
using these approaches in research, one could envisage dynamic social network visualization tools
used by facilitators of MPSs. MPS stakeholders are often trapped in the social dynamics of these
systems and process interventions that may rely on social network visualization tools, which are
needed in order to help the system overcome the hurdles of conflict and relational tensions and
optimize the collaborative efforts.

Next to the contributions, our study has limitations as well. We have used a behavioral simulation,
with a specific decision task and our results may not generalize to other tasks, inter-organizational
settings, or MPSs. In order to ensure generalizability, our results need to be replicated in other settings
and using other evaluation methods as well. Each of the simulations contained six stakeholder groups;
therefore, the size of the social network was rather small, a fact that could have restricted the variance
in our centrality measures. Moreover, our network analytic approach aggregated individual relational
perceptions (or expectations at Time 1) within groups, and in doing so, we obtained a more accurate
image of network centrality. However, we cannot claim that our measure of network centrality was
based on objective, measurement-error free data. Rather we claim that due to the aggregation method
used, we rely on intersubjective aggregation as an indicator of collaboration. Future research could
extend these network approaches in MPSs and use more objective network indicators. Finally, our
results focused on collaboration network centrality and no definite claims can be derived about the
success of such collaborative relations. High betweenness and closeness may eventually be detrimental
for the relational dynamics in multiparty collaboration. Stakeholders with high betweenness may act
strategically and display dysfunctional inter-group behavior by filtering and distorting the information
shared among the other stakeholders. Moreover, MPSs in which closeness is very high may eventually
display collusive dynamics with negative implications for the outcomes of such MPSs (Gray and
Schruijer 2010). Future research could investigate more directly the association between the two
centrality indicators and collaborative goal achievement in MPSs.
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6. Conclusions

Our study contributes to the literature on the dynamics of multiparty systems by using a relational,
social-network approach to investigate how trust self-enhancement at the onset of inter-organizational
relations impacts the evolution of collaboration centrality. Although the pivotal role of trust in
collaboration was extensively explored so far, we show that collaboration network centrality displays
a certain sequential development as it is only possible to predict centrality indicators from the ones
evaluated in the previous time frame. This element is common to the social complex-adaptive systems
that display such a sequential dynamic (Curşeu 2006). In other words, we show that a particular state
of a multiparty system (e.g., collaboration centrality) can be predicted by using the previous state alone
and not the more distant states. In order to understand the collaboration outcomes in such systems,
one must understand the sequence of events in a comprehensive manner. It is therefore difficult to
predict the outcomes of a multiparty system from compositional features or from its initial state alone.
One needs to follow and comprehend the sequences of actions and interactions in such systems in
order to grasp the complex nature of inter-organizational interactions.
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Abstract: Multiparty systems bring together various stakeholder parties and their representatives
and offer a platform for sharing their diverse interests, knowledge and expertise in order to develop
and realize joint goals. They display complex relational dynamics in which within-party interactions
(interpersonal interactions within each stakeholder party) as well as between-party interactions
(interactions between the stakeholder parties) intertwine to generate bottom-up and top-down
influences. We investigate these influences in a behavioural simulation. Our results show that changes
in task conflict at the stakeholder party level positively predict changes in perceived collaborativeness
in the overall system, while changes in relationship conflict at the stakeholder party level positively
predict changes in perceived conflictuality in the system. Moreover, we show that changes in
perceived overall conflictuality leads to a proportional change in relationship conflict experienced
within the stakeholder parties.

Keywords: collaboration; conflict; participation; multiparty systems; group dynamics; multilevel
analysis

1. Introduction

Complex decisions with major social, environmental and economic consequences are often
made by groups consisting of multiple organizations rather than by individuals alone (Curşeu and
Schruijer 2017). In multiparty systems stakeholders explore their interdependencies and use their
knowledge and expertise in order to integrate and develop their different perspectives and interests
(Vansina et al. 1998; Schruijer and Vansina 2008; Schruijer 2016). The decision making in such systems
is characterized by high complexity, given the complex nature of the problem domain, the various
stakeholder parties involved and the diversities in interests, identities, perspectives and power
positions. Relational dynamics in such multiparty collaborative systems shape the decision outcomes
(Curşeu and Schruijer 2017; Schruijer 2008). Participants interact within their own stakeholder party
to discuss their party’s goals, aspirations and interests, while simultaneously they interact with the
other stakeholders that have their own, often differing goals, aspirations and interests, so as to arrive
at and realize a joint goal. Through this collective goal stakeholders can jointly address a problem
which they cannot solve on their own, while through working towards the joint goal, stakeholders can
serve their intra-organizational goals (Schruijer 2008).

In such multi-party systems, composed of several stakeholder parties, relational dynamics unfold
at two levels: within stakeholder parties as well as between stakeholder parties. These two relational
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dimensions are not independent as the relational dynamics that arise from the stakeholder parties may
influence the larger system as a whole (bottom-up influences) while system-level relational dynamics
may spiral down from the larger system to influence the different stakeholder parties (top-down
influences). So far, the literature on multi-party systems lacks systematic investigations of these jointly
operating influences and it does not explore how task conflict and relational conflict experienced within
the stakeholder parties have an impact on the relational dynamics of the system as a whole. Likewise,
there is no direct empirical evidence on how changes in conflict and collaboration in the whole system
influence the dynamics of task and relationship conflict within the participating stakeholder parties.
We set out to explore the interplay of these bottom-up and top-down influences in multiparty systems,
using a behavioural simulation.

In line with interdependence theory (Holmes 2002), when people foresee they will engage in
social interactions, they build expectations about: (1) the nature of the situation and (2) the goals,
motives and behaviours of the ones they will interact with. The expectations about others and the
social situation will eventually shape behaviour in a variety of social contexts (Holmes 2002). In other
words, in social situations, expectations and social behaviour are entwined.

In field theory and interdependence terms (Lewin 1936; Holmes 2002) two interdependence fields
are generated in multiparty systems that explain the relational dynamics within as well as between
parties. In the small parties (first interdependence field) people will build expectations about their own
party (social situation) and their teammates (interaction partners), while in the larger multiparty system
people will build expectations about the interests of other stakeholder parties and the general climate of
the multiparty system as a whole. It is our contention that the expectation—behaviour entwinements at
the two levels (party and multiparty system) are interdependent. More specifically our paper sets out
to explore the extent to which the association between expectations and experienced social interactions
within parties influences the expectation-behaviour entwinement in the larger system (bottom up
influence) and the extent to which the entwinement between expectations and behaviours in the larger
system is tied to the expectation-behaviour association within parties (top-down influence).

We consider the two forms of social interdependence described by Deutsch (1949), namely
positive (as illustrated by collaborative intentions and behaviour) and negative (as illustrated by
conflictual intentions and behaviours) interdependence. It follows that the entwinement between
expectations for positive interdependence and realized collaboration within the stakeholder parties
impacts the entwinement between expected collaborativeness and real collaborativeness in the larger
multiparty system. Moreover, we also expect that the entwinement between expectations of negative
interdependence and experienced (relationship) conflict within stakeholder parties is dependent on the
same type of interdependence entwinement at the multiparty system level. We set out to explore the
way in which the entwinement of expectations-experiences for positive and negative interdependence
is transferred from the parties to the multiparty level (bottom-up influence) and the way in which the
expectations-experiences entwinement for positive and negative interdependence at the multiparty
level trickles down to impact the parties in the system (top-down influence). This interdependence
dynamics and the bottom up and top down influences is depicted in Figure 1.

As the interplay between collaboration and conflict is essential for decision quality in multiparty
systems (Curşeu and Schruijer 2017), our study has the potential to make several contributions to
the literature. First, we answer the call for dynamic models of the interplay between emergent states
in teams and multiparty systems (Costa et al. 2017; Shuffler et al. 2015; Waller et al. 2016) and we
use a cross-lagged design to capture changes in collaborativeness and conflictuality. Second, we use
a realistic behavioural simulation to tap into the complex dynamics of conflict and collaboration in
multiparty systems and to explore the positive role of task conflict for collaboration in multiparty
systems. Using a round robin method to evaluate collaborativeness and conflict, we capture both the
top-down as well as the bottom-up interplay between collaboration and conflict in multiparty systems.
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Figure 1. Bottom-up and top-down influences in multiparty systems. Note: T1 = time 1 (expectations
before the interaction starts), T2 = time 2 (experienced dynamics at the party and multiparty level).

2. Theory and Hypotheses

Literature on multiparty collaboration is diverse and lacks integration (Vangen 2017). Theories
of multiparty collaboration range from practice oriented theories of collaboration that theorize
collaborative relations as ways in which stakeholders can achieve collaborative advantage (Huxham 2003;
Vangen 2017) to more systemic approaches that distinguish between inputs, processes and outputs
of collaborative relationships (Thomson and Perry 2006; Wood and Gray 1991). Multiparty systems are
social systems composed of interdependent stakeholder parties that interact to discover ways of moving
forward while dealing with existing contradictions (Vangen 2017). Collaborative relationships are
inherently paradoxical as the stakeholders have to work with their similarities and their differences
simultaneously in order to achieve collaborative advantage (Huxham 2003; Vangen 2017). In terms
of organization, multiparty systems are formed of individuals, nested in stakeholder or interest parties
that are ultimately nested in a larger system that strives for collaboration. Various interdependencies
(both positive and negative) that exist among these systemic components are conceptualized as inputs
for collaborative relationships (Wood and Gray 1991). These interdependencies are however not
necessarily subject to formal or centralized control and members of multiparty systems have autonomy
to discover viable ways of dealing with the paradoxes of collaboration (Thomson and Perry 2006). It is
our contention that the paradoxes inherent to multiparty collaboration (Huxham 2003; Vangen 2017)
reflect two co-existing forms of social interdependence. We further build on insights from Social
Interdependence Theory (Deutsch 1949) to understand how interactions within the stakeholder
parties (like conflict) influence the functioning of the whole system (bottom-up influences) while
the interdependencies among the parties will shape the functioning of the individual stakeholder
parties (top-down influences).

Social interdependence theory (Deutsch 1949; Johnson 2003) describes positive and negative forms
of interdependence in social systems. Positive interdependence is reflected in so-called promotive or
collaborative interactions in which an aggregate within the system achieves its goal only to the extent
to which the other aggregates achieve their goals as well. The negative interdependence is reflected
in contrient or conflictual interactions in which aggregates only achieve their goals at the expense of
other aggregates in the system. In line with social interdependence theory we argue that collaborative
and conflictual interactions in the system as a whole have an impact on the interactions that unfold
within the aggregates.

2.1. Summary and Definitions

In our analysis, we focus on the entwinement between expectations and experienced interactions
and the way in which this entwinement transfers in the system in a bottom-up versus top-down
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manner. We define positive interdependence entwinement as the association between expectations of
positive interdependence and experienced collaboration (changes from expectations to what is really
experienced after the interactions start) and negative interdependence entwinement as the association
between expected negative interdependence and experienced conflict (changes from expected to
experienced conflict). In what follows we will build on social interdependence theory to further
specify the bottom-up and top-down influences in multiparty collaboration. Further on, we define
bottom-up influences as the ways in which positive and negative entwinement transfers from stakeholder
parties to the system as a whole. Finally, we define top-down influences as the ways in which the
entwinement of positive and negative interdependence transfers from the large multiparty system to
the stakeholder parties.

2.2. Bottom-Up Influences

Multiparty collaboration involves the exploration of various stakeholders’ interests and working
with the differences among the parties to identify or create common ground (Curşeu and Schruijer
2017; Schruijer and Vansina 2008). Collaboration does not imply the dissolution of stakeholders’
boundaries, in other words, parties do not have to become the same, rather, they preserve their
identity and find ways to achieve their own interests while working towards a joint goal. As parties
develop relationships with other parties, they need to explore within their stakeholder party how to
relate to the other stakeholder parties, where their points of connection are and where they could
collaborate. Exploring possible collaboration with other parties is likely to stir up tensions within
stakeholder parties as identities are challenged in confrontation with ‘the other’ and fears of being
exploited, overruled or losing one’s identity may be triggered. These tensions may result in frictions
and conflict within the stakeholder parties. Relationship conflict refers to interpersonal frictions and
has detrimental influences on group dynamics and group effectiveness while task conflict stands for
addressing the different points of view openly and directly with the aim of arriving at a better way
to deal with the task at hand based on an assessment and possible integration of these diverse views
(Jehn 1995; Jehn et al. 1999; Curşeu and Schruijer 2017).

Bottom-up influences are the forces that originate in the relational dynamics experienced within
the stakeholder parties while engaging in a collaborative process and have an impact on the intergroup
dynamics at the multiparty system level. Conflict is a pervasive and multifaceted phenomenon in small
groups (Jehn 1995), it is contagious and tends to spread among individuals and groups. For example,
it has been shown that system-level conflicts around water use are often driven by social and cultural
conflicts within stakeholder parties (Montaña et al. 2009). We therefore argue that changes in the
relational frictions experienced within stakeholder parties tend to influence the conflictuality in the
whole multiparty system. Likewise, changes in task conflict within stakeholder parties may have an
impact on the collaborativeness in the whole system as positive experiences in constructively dealing
with differences within one’s stakeholder party may encourage representatives to engage in task
conflict with representatives of the other stakeholder parties.

An illustrative example is presented in Bernard et al. (2014) related to sustainable agriculture.
If farmers engage in continuous adaptation and change in order to meet their own needs they will
be more likely to fulfil the expectations of their customers, investors and regulators and reduce the
complaints of their neighbours. If, however farmers stick to the “old ways” of farming and resist
change (lack of task conflict within the interest party) it is likely that their collaborativeness will
decrease and the whole system will be composed of “loss-making investors, dissatisfied customers,
angry neighbours and overacting regulators” (Bernard et al. 2014, p. 157). We posit a positive interplay
between task conflict experienced within the stakeholder parties and the perceived collaborativeness
of all other stakeholder parties in the multiparty system as a whole.

To summarize, we expect that the entwinement of positive and negative interdependence
transfers from the individual stakeholder parties to the whole multiparty system (bottom-up influence).
We therefore formulate the following specific hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1. Changes from expected to experienced within-party relationship conflict lead to changes in the
same direction from expected to experienced conflictuality among the parties in the system (bottom up transfer of
negative interdependence entwinement).

Hypothesis 2. Changes from expected to experienced task conflict within parties lead to changes in the same
direction from expected to experienced collaborativeness of all the other parties in the system (bottom up transfer
of positive interdependence entwinement).

2.3. Top-Down Influences

Top-down influences are created by the quality of the intergroup interactions that spiral down
to influence the dynamics within the stakeholder parties. Based on open systems theory (Katz and
Kahn 1978) and on a complex adaptive systems framework (Eidelson 1997) one can expect that forces
at higher system levels limit the degrees of freedom at lower system levels.

Collaborativeness or promotive interactions reflect positive interdependence (Deutsch 1949;
Johnson 2003). In the case of multiparty collaboration, promotive interactions are likely to exist when
parties in the system realize that they need one another to realize their individual goals (Johnson 2003;
Johnson and Johnson 2005). Through their individual actions, parties in the multiparty system promote
the development and realization of collective and individual goals. As the collaborativeness of all
stakeholder parties is perceived to increase, one may expect the tensions that are inherent to multiparty
collaboration to decrease, which in turn may generate a positive relational climate within stakeholder
parties. System collaborativeness creates more space for each stakeholder party to focus on the task
and more courage may be shown to confront one another in the service of task accomplishment. As the
tensions of multiparty interactions decrease and consume less time, more attention can be paid to the
ideas and concerns of the individual members within parties (cf. Sherif and Sherif 1967); an increasing
constructive climate at the system level may foster space to engage in constructive task conflict dealing
with individual concerns at the party level. On the contrary, if the collaborativeness in the whole
system decreases, the constructive engagement with the task at hand within stakeholder parties is
likely to be jeopardized as anxieties regarding the other parties may distract the party members from
the task at hand.

Conflictuality goes together with contrient or negative interdependence in multiparty systems.
Negatively interdependent stakeholder parties realize their goals at the expense of goal realization of
the other parties (Johnson 2003; Johnson and Johnson 2005). Parties engaging in conflictual interactions
obstruct rather than support each other. Conflict is an emotionally laden experience (Pluut and
Curşeu 2013) and tends to spiral down from the multiparty system level to the individual stakeholder
parties. As stated in the social interdependence theory (Johnson and Johnson 2005) negative cathexis
tends to spread among the participants in a system. Aligned with the emotional contagion model
(Barsade and Gibson 1998), we expect that relational tensions experienced at the system level tend
to induce relational frictions within stakeholder parties. One can imagine that when intergroup
relational conflict is high, there is less attention to members’ needs and concerns within a group
(cf. Sherif and Sherif 1967), which in due time may cause frustration and friction internally.

We expect that the entwinement of positive and negative interdependence transfers from the
multiparty system level to the stakeholder parties (top-down influence). We therefore hypothesize
the following:

Hypothesis 3. Changes from expected to experienced conflictuality perceived among the stakeholder parties in
the multiparty system lead to changes in the same direction from expected to experienced relationship conflict
within stakeholder parties.
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Hypothesis 4. Changes from expected to experienced collaborativeness perceived among the stakeholder parties
in the multiparty system lead to changes in the same direction from expected to experienced task conflict within
the stakeholder parties.

3. Methods

3.1. Simulation and Sample

One hundred and forty-five individuals (managers and consultants of which 54 women) with
an average age of 43 years old participated in the study. Data was collected in five behavioural
simulations that involved different participants. All participants were enrolled in postgraduate
education at a business school or in a professional development program. We used a multi-party
behavioural simulation (Schruijer and Vansina 2008; Vansina and Taillieu 1997; Vansina et al. 1998)
in which seven or eight (depending on the number of participants) stakeholder parties engage in
within-group as well as between-group interactions to deal with a complex regional development
situation involving economic, social and environmental factors in the St Petersburg area, including the
island Kotlin.

The participating parties were: a local authority (with an interest in the socio-economic situation
on the island), a shipyard (the largest employer on the island facing a severe problem related to
unemployment and decrease in business opportunities), an island-based yacht club (located on a scenic
piece of land on the island and interested in developing their yacht club), a bank (interested in long-term
investments), a group of young and rich entrepreneurs (with an emotional tie to the island), a Finnish
yacht club (interested in new sailing routes for their members), a yacht club near St Petersburg (also
wanting to expand their activities) and a technical school (associated with the Shipyard) (for more
details see Vansina et al. 1998). Each party received the briefing describing their interests and had the
freedom to develop their own strategy and approach.

At the onset of the simulation participants were allocated to a party based on their expressed
preferences. Then each party received a booklet containing information concerning economic (e.g.,
risk of bankruptcy for the most important employer on the island), social (e.g., unemployment and
social unrest) and environmental (e.g., water pollution) challenges in the region, as well as specific
information concerning their own interests as a party.

The simulation proceeded in real time during a full day and few hours in the next morning and
was followed by a joint debriefing. We allocated the first time slot of the simulation to the study of briefs
within each party and develop their party strategy for interacting with the other stakeholder parties.
No specific roles were assigned to the individual participants. After the within-party preparation,
one-hour intergroup visiting and plenary meetings were alternated during the day. Intergroup visiting
slots consisted of the possibilities to visit other parties (with a maximum of 3 parties being present at
any particular time and place). During plenary meetings, all parties could be present and send their
representative to the table, while the constituencies were allowed to sit behind their representatives
and send notes.

The participating parties (36 groups having 3 to 4 members each over five simulations) were asked
to fill out surveys concerning within-party (task and relationship conflict) as well as between-party
dynamics (the perceived conflictuality and collaborativeness of all other stakeholder parties) three
times during the simulation (before the interactions started, during interactions and after the simulation
ended). In order to capture the entwinement between expectations and experienced social interactions,
only the first and the second evaluations were used for further analyses as the intergroup interactions
only started after filling out the first questionnaire.

3.2. Measures

Task conflict was evaluated with four items adapted from a conflict scale presented in Jehn (1995).
For the first evaluation, at the onset of the simulation the content of the items were adapted to capture
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expectations (“To what extent do you expect disagreements in your interest party related to the task?”,
“To what extent do you expect differences of opinion in your stakeholder party?”, “How often do you
think the members of your interest party will disagree about how things should be done?”, “How
often do you think the members of your interest party will disagree about which procedure should be
used to do your work?”), while for the subsequent evaluation, the items referred to experienced task
disagreements within one’s stakeholder party (e.g., “To what extent are there disagreements in your
stakeholder party that are related to the task,” etc.). The answers were recorded on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 to 5) and Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.94 at time 1 and .88 at time 2 for the group
level aggregated items. In order to support aggregation, we used computed RWG (James et al. 1984)
that ranged between 0.82 and 0.98 supporting the aggregation of the scores at the group level of
analysis. The change from expectations of task conflict as evaluated before the interactions started to
the experienced task conflict will therefore reflect the entwinement of positive interdependence at the
stakeholder party level.

Relationship conflict was evaluated with four items adapted from the same conflict scale
(Jehn 1995) and, like with the task conflict scale, at time 1 referring to expectations (“How much
jealousy or rivalry do you expect to see among the members of your interest party?”, “How often do
you expect to have personality conflicts in your interest party?”, “How much tension do you think will
exist among the members of your stakeholder party?”, “How often do you think people will get angry
while working in your interest party?”). At time 2 the items referred to experienced interpersonal
frictions (e.g., “How much jealousy or rivalry is there among the members of your stakeholder party,”
etc.). The same 5-point Likert scale was used (1 to 5) to record the answers. Cronbach’s alpha for this
scale was 0.95 at time 1 and .85 at time 2 for the items aggregated at the group level. The RWG scores
ranged from 0.73 to 1.00 supporting the aggregation of the scores at the group level. The change from
expected relationship conflict to experienced relationship conflict will therefore be indicative of the
entwinement of negative interdependence at the stakeholder party level.

Collaborativeness was evaluated using a round robin technique in which each participant was
asked to evaluate the extent to which he or she perceived each of the participating stakeholder parties
as being collaborative. At time 1 participants were asked to estimate the collaborativeness of each
stakeholder party based on the reading of the briefing material (“Please evaluate how collaborative
you think each stakeholder party will be.” The evaluations range from 0 = not collaborative at all to
5 = very collaborative”), while at time 2 they were asked to evaluate the experienced collaborativeness
(“Please evaluate the extent to which [each stakeholder party] is collaborative.” The evaluations range
from 0 = not collaborative at all to 5 = very collaborative”). To capture bottom-up influences (what
individual parties bring into the larger system), we aggregated evaluations for each stakeholder
party as a referent—how each stakeholder party is perceived by the other stakeholder parties in the
system. As an index of collaborativeness for bottom-up influences, we used the average score for
the collaborativeness of each stakeholder party as perceived by the other stakeholder parties (total
system-level score excluding one’s own party)—that is the average collaborativeness ascribed to
a particular stakeholder party by the others in the system. To capture top-down processes (how the
multiparty interactions impact the within-party climate), we have aggregated evaluations using the
whole system as a referent—how each stakeholder party perceives all the other stakeholder parties.
As an index of collaborativeness for the top-down influences we have used the average score for how
collaborative each party sees all the other stakeholder parties in the system (again excluding one’s own
party)—that is the collaborativeness ascribed to all other stakeholders in the system by a particular
party. In other words, we have use collaborativeness of each stakeholder party as evaluated BY others
as an index in the bottom-up analyses and collaborativeness attributed TO all the others by each
stakeholder party as an index in the top-down analyses. Change from the expected to the experienced
collaborativeness reflects the entwinement of positive interdependence and the two indices will be
separately used to capture the bottom-up and top-down influences.
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Conflictuality was evaluated in a similar fashion as collaborativeness, using a single item that
referred to expected conflictuality of each party at time 1 (“Please evaluate how conflictual you think
each party will be. The evaluations range from 0 = not conflictual at all to 5 = very conflictual”) and
evaluated experienced conflictual relations at time 2 (“Please evaluate the conflictuality of . . . [each
of the other stakeholder parties]". The evaluations range from 0 = not conflictual at all to 5 = very
conflictual”). To capture the bottom-up influences, a conflictuality score was computed by averaging
all scores received by each stakeholder party from all the other stakeholder parties (total system-level
score, excluding one’s own party)—that is, conflictuality ascribed to a particular stakeholder party by
all other parties in the system. To capture the top-down influences, we have used the average score
for how each stakeholder party perceived the conflictuality of all the other stakeholder parties in the
system (excluding one’s own party)—that is conflictuality ascribed by a particular party to all the other
parties in the system. We have therefore used conflictuality as evaluated BY others as an index in the
bottom-up analyses and conflictuality in the system (ascribed TO others) as a whole for the top-down
analyses. As for collaborativeness, the change from expected to experienced conflictuality indicates
the entwinement of negative interdependence and the two indices are used to capture bottom-up and
top-down influences.

To summarize, in order to capture the top-down and bottom up influences, we have used different
aggregation procedures of the data collected through the round-robin procedure for collaborativeness
and conflictuality. For the bottom-up influences the aggregation reflects what each party brings
into the system (collaborativeness and conflictuality of each party as seen by others), while for the
top-down influences, the aggregation reflects what each party perceives in the system as a whole
(collaborativeness and conflictuality ascribed to others in the system).

4. Results

Means, standard deviations and correlations are presented in Table 1. In order to test the dynamic
interplay between the two forms of conflict and the changing intergroup perceptions we used the
MEMORE macro in SPSS version 22 (Montoya and Hayes 2017). The macro allows mediation tests in
repeated measures designs and the procedure does not focus on the effect of a particular independent
variable but rather models the effect of change induced by a particular event in a variable (mediator) on
change in another variable (dependent variable). In our design, between the two successive evaluations,
parties engaged in within and between-group interactions. This systematic change is considered as
main independent variable. As we argued before, interactions within one’s stakeholder party are
expected to trigger changes in the conflict experienced between stakeholder parties, which in turn
influences the way in which other stakeholder parties are perceived during intergroup interactions and
vice versa. The macro is based on a bootstrapping procedure and it includes terms that capture
change as well as the average scores of the mediator variables. Overall, as interactions in the
simulation unfold, stakeholder parties seem to experience less within-group relationship conflict
than originally expected (effect size = −0.24, SE = 0.10, CIlow = −0.45; CIhigh = −0.04) and they are
rated as less conflictual by others than initially expected (effect size = −0.69, SE = 0.10, CIlow = −0.90;
CIhigh = −0.49). In Hypothesis 1 we stated that as parties start interacting, changes in relationship
conflict within stakeholder parties positively coevolve with changes in perceived conflictuality in the
whole system. The results support this hypothesis as the indirect effect size is significant and the
95% confidence interval does not contain zero (indirect effect size = −0.14; SE = 0.06; CIlow = −0.24;
CIhigh = −0.01). The results of the analyses carried out with MEMORE are summarized in Figure 2
following the example reported in Montoya and Hayes (2017). As we expected, change in relationship
conflict within stakeholder parties has a significant positive influence on change in perceived system
conflictuality (effect size = 0.58; SE = 0.17 CIlow = 0.24; CIhigh = 0.91), in other words, as relationship
conflict experienced within stakeholder parties change, this change triggers changes in the perceptions
of conflictuality at the system level.
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Table 1. Presents the means, standard deviations and correlations among the variables used in
further analyses.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. TC Time1 2.88 0.56
2. TC Time 2 2.64 0.40 0.09
3. RC Time 1 2.09 0.60 0.77 ** 0.24
4. RC Time 2 1.85 0.44 0.34 * 0.51 ** 0.35 *
5. CollBY Time 1 3.01 0.33 0.02 0.21 0.16 0.18
6. CollBY Time 2 2.33 0.51 0.16 0.65 ** 0.33 * 0.26 0.36 *
7. ConflBY Time 1 2.57 0.58 0.45 ** 0.12 0.60 ** −0.02 0.01 0.17
8. ConflBY Time 2 1.74 0.36 −0.06 −0.39 * −0.24 −0.09 −0.10 −0.58 ** −0.08
9. CollTO Time 1 3.01 0.32 0.22 0.06 0.31 0.04 0.03 −0.02 −0.07 −0.17
10. CollTO Time 2 2.33 0.39 0.17 0.46 ** 0.12 0.18 0.37 * 0.40 * 0.07 −0.14 0.04
11. ConflTO Time 1 2.57 0.65 0.49 ** 0.12 0.55 ** −0.08 0.19 0.15 0.56 ** −0.13 0.30 0.31
12. ConflTO Time 2 1.74 0.48 0.03 0.16 0.15 0.09 0.14 0.10 −0.12 −0.02 0.16 −0.06 0.16

Notes: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01; TC—task conflict within parties, RC—relationship conflict within parties,
CollBY—collaborativeness ascribed by others, ConflBY—conflictuality ascribed by others, ColTO—collaborativeness
ascribed to others, ConflTO—conflictuality ascribed to others.

Overall, as interactions unfold in the simulations, parties seem to experience less task conflict
within stakeholder parties than originally expected (effect size = −0.23; SE = 0.11, CIlow = −0.46;
CIhigh = −0.01) and stakeholder parties are perceived as being less collaborative by others than initially
expected (effect size = −0.61; SE = 0.08, CIlow = −0.77; CIhigh = −0.46). Hypothesis 2 stated that as
intergroup interactions begin, changes in task conflict within stakeholder parties positively coevolve
with the changes in perceived system collaborativeness. Although the results do not directly support
the mediation hypothesis as the 95% confidence intervals for the indirect effect include zero (indirect
effect size = −0.06; SE = 0.04; CIlow = −0.14; CIhigh = 0.01), the direct effect of change in task on conflict
within stakeholder parties on change on perceived system collaborativeness is positive and significant
(effect size = 0.26; SE = 0.11 CIlow = 0.03; CIhigh = 0.50). In other words, change in perceived system
collaborativeness is directly and positively triggered by changes in task conflict within stakeholder
parties. Moreover, as also illustrated in Figure 3 the change in collaborativeness is also positively
predicted by the average task conflict in the two evaluation points. We can therefore conclude that
Hypothesis 2 received partial support.

Within group 

interactions 

 relationship conflict 

(within party) 

 conflictuality  

(ascribed BY others) 

Average relationship 

conflict (within party) 
-0.24* 

-0.69*** 

0.58** 

-0.47 

Figure 2. The overall mediation model for change in relationship conflict and conflictuality (bottom-up
influence). Notes: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, Δrelationship conflict = relationship conflict at
time 2 minus relationship conflict at time 1 and describes the negative interdependence entwinement
at the stakeholder party level, Δconflictuality = conflictuality as perceived by others at time 2 minus
conflictuality as perceived by others at time 1 and reflects the negative interdependence entwinement
at the multiparty level.
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Within group 

interactions 

 task conflict  

(within party) 

 collaborativeness 

(ascribed BY others) 

Average task conflict  

(within party) 
-0.23* 

-0.61*** 

0.26* 

0.72** 

Figure 3. The overall mediation model for change in tach conflict and collaborativeness (bottom-up
influence). Notes: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, Δtask conflict = task conflict at time 2 minus
task conflict at time 1 (positive interdependence entwinement at the stakeholder party level),
Δcollaborativeness = collaborativeness as perceived by others at time 2 minus collaborativeness as
perceived by others at time 1 (positive interdependence entwinement at the multiparty level).

As interactions started during the simulation, parties seem to perceive the others as less conflictual
than they expected initially (effect size = −0.83; SE = 0.12; CIlow = −10.09; CIhigh = −0.58). Hypothesis
3 stated that changes in conflictuality at the system level are predictive of changes of changes in
relationship conflict experienced within stakeholder parties. The mediation results support the
mediation role for system conflictuality as the estimated confidence interval for the indirect effect
does not include zero (indirect effect size = −0.23; SE = 0.12; CIlow = −0.49; CIhigh = −0.01), the direct
relation between change in conflictuality on change in experienced relationship conflict within parties
is positive and significant (effect size = 0.28; SE = 0.12 CIlow = 0.04; CIhigh = 0.52) supporting a top-down
effect of system conflictuality on within party relationship conflict. The overall results supporting
Hypothesis 3 are presented in Figure 4.

After interactions started during the simulation, parties perceive the others as less collaborative
than expected (effect size = −0.67; SE = 0.08; CIlow = −0.84; CIhigh = 0.51). Hypothesis 4 stated that the
changes in collaborativeness at the system level co-evolve with changes in task conflict experienced
within stakeholder parties. The results of this mediation analyses are presented in Figure 5 and
reveal no significant indirect effect as the estimated confidence interval include zero (indirect effect
size = −0.18; SE = 0.18; CIlow = −0.60; CIhigh = 0.11) and the direct association between change in
collaborativeness at the system level and task conflict experienced within parties is also not significant
(effect size = 0.27; SE = 0.23 CIlow = −0.20; CIhigh = 0.75).

 

Inter-party 

interactions 

 conflictuality 

(ascribed TO others) 

 within party 

relationship conflict 

Average conflictuality 

(ascribed TO others) 
-0.83*** 

-0.01 

0.28* 

-0.54* 

Figure 4. The overall mediation model for change in conflictuality and relationship conflict (top-down
influence). Notes: * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001, Δrelationship conflict = relationship conflict at time 2 minus
relationship conflict at time 1, Δconflictuality = the conflictuality as perceived by each party for the
system as a whole at time 2 minus conflictuality at the system level at time 1.
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Inter-party 

interactions 

 collaborativeness 

(ascribed TO others) 

within party task 

Average collaborativeness 

(ascribed TO others) 
-0.67*** 

-0.05 

0.27 

-0.08 

Figure 5. The overall mediation model for change in tach conflict and collaborativeness (top down
influence). Notes: *** p < 0.001, Δtask conflict = task conflict at time 2 minus task conflict at time 1,
Δcollaborativeness = collaborativeness as perceived by each party for the system as a whole at time 2
minus collaborativeness as for the system as a whole at time 1.

5. Discussion

Our paper addressed the interrelatedness of multiparty dynamics at different system levels.
We focused on the entwinement between expectations and social interactions and analysed positive
and negative interdependence (the interplay between collaboration and conflict). Moreover, we tested
bottom-up and top-down influences, that is, how within- stakeholder party dynamics affect those
at the system level, and, how system level dynamics affect dynamics at the stakeholder level, in a
multiparty context. Building on social interdependence theory (Deutsch 1949; Johnson 2003) we
argued that positive interdependence (facilitating collaborativeness) at the system level increase
the degrees of freedom for elemental components of the system (allowing stakeholder parties to
engage with the task and thus engage in within-group task conflict), while negative interdependence
(facilitating conflictuality) decreases these degrees of freedom and stimulate relationship conflict within
stakeholder parties.

As top-down influences we have tested the effect of the changes in collaborativeness and
conflictuality perceived at the system level on the changes in task and relationship conflict experienced
within stakeholder parties. Regarding bottom-up influences, we have tested the extent to which
changes in task and relationship conflicts experienced within the stakeholder parties co-evolve with
changes in collaborativeness and conflictuality at the system level. To disentangle the top-down and
bottom-up influences we have used different referential models for collaboration and conflict. Overall,
bottom-up processes received stronger support than top-down processes. Changes in task conflict
within stakeholder parties are positively related to changes in perceived collaborativeness at the
system level (that is, perceived collaborativeness of all stakeholder parties combined) while changes in
within-group relationship conflict are positively associated with system conflictuality. From the two
top-down influences investigated, only the effect of change in conflictuality at the system level on the
changes in relationship conflict experienced within stakeholder parties was significant. This finding
next to the significant bottom-up association between relationship conflict and perceived conflictuality
supports the pervasive nature of especially relationship conflict in social systems (Van Bunderen et al.
2017; Pluut and Curşeu 2013). Conflict contagion or the transfer of negative cathexis (Johnson and
Johnson 2005) seems to be an influential process in multiparty systems. Social interdependence theory
(Deutsch 1949; Johnson and Johnson 2005) also claims that positive cathexis could be transferred
among the parties engaged in the system. This claim warrants further empirical exploration as positive
cathexis is claimed to be beneficial for collaboration (Johnson and Johnson 2005).

The cognitive synergy path (conceptually described in Curşeu and Schruijer 2017) and the
positive interplay between changes in within-party task conflict and system collaborativeness are
only supported for the bottom-up test. Changes in task related debates, in this case engaging
in task conflict, within the stakeholder parties, are proportionally related to changes in parties’
perceived collaborativeness. In other words, the more stakeholder parties engage internally with the
different opinions regarding addressing the task, the more they have the potential to contribute to the
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overall collaboration in the system. Using the terms of social interdependence theory, task conflict
seems to increase the perceived inducibility (openness to being influenced by others) of the parties.
As inducibility increases, parties engage with the multiparty task at hand and promote the achievement
of their collective goal (Johnson and Johnson 2005).

We call for more research integrating systems-psychodynamic theorizing (Schruijer 2016; Vansina
and Vansina-Cobbaert 2008) and social interdependence theory (Johnson and Johnson 2005) as they
both apply to multiparty systems. In social interdependence terms, for multiparty collaboration
substitutability needs to be low (parties have unique competencies or resources that cannot be
substituted by the other parties in the system), while inducibility is required (parties need to be open
to social influence in the process of developing a collective goal) and cathexis is present (the transfer
of positive and negative evaluations/emotions within and among parties). A key claim of social
interdependence theory is that the structure of the individual goals in a given situation determines
how participants interact. The structure of the stakeholder parties’ goals in our simulation require
collaboration or promotive interactions as parties cannot deal with the complex situation on their
own. However, as our results show, parties often engage in conflictual (contrient) interactions and the
emotional dynamics override the normative (cognitive and rational) need for collaboration. Exploring
the (conscious and unconscious) emotional dynamics or the cathexis using a systems psychodynamic
perspective could help us gain a deeper understanding of the dynamics of multiparty systems.

So far, we have offered a system interpretation of our results. In our simulation, different
individuals engaged in interactions as representatives of the seven parties. They had to embark
on these interactions without the restrictions of particular (individual) role prescriptions. As such,
their interpersonal skills, personality and behavioural tendencies may have played an important role
on how the interactions between group members unfolded. The aim of the simulation was not to
attend to individual behaviours and no personal feedback was given to participants. Moreover, as the
participants knew each other (they all took part in either a degree program lasting for 16 months
or a professional development program), interpersonal histories may have been carried into the
simulation and interpersonal conflicts from outside the simulation or interpersonal attraction for that
matter, could have influenced the inter-group dynamics.

Our paper has several limitations. First, for the test of top down influences, data to test the
models were collected from the same source for the mediator and dependent variables, therefore
these analyses are susceptible to common source bias. However, given the fact that the evaluation
of within-party conflict and the conflictuality and collaborativeness had different reference points
and different rating intervals, we could argue that the common method bias concerns are attenuated.
Second, in our study we only evaluated task and relationship conflict as experienced within the
stakeholder parties and future research could also evaluate task and relationship conflict in the whole
system and in this way test top-down and bottom-up influences in a different manner. Third, we have
used aggregated individual scores to obtain evaluations of system collaborativeness and conflictuality.
Future research could use global evaluations made by external observers for these two forms of social
interdependence. Fourth, in terms of alternative interpretations, one could argue that the bottom-up
influences as operationalized in our study actually reflect self-fulfilling prophecies (Merton 1948).
Participants’ expectations about positive and negative interdependence may lead them to behave in
ways that are consistent with these expectations and as a consequence the way they are perceived by
others in interactions is congruent with their own initial expectations. Moreover, the way we have
operationalized the top-down influences may conflate false consensus effects (Ross et al. 1977). In other
words, participants' experiences of positive or negative interdependence in their own parties may lead
them to evaluate other parties as displaying the same forms of interdependence. Although, based
on the data collected in this study we cannot refute these two alternative explanations, we argue
that the aggregation of individual evaluations may have alleviated the self-fulfilling prophecy and
false consensus influences. Finally, given the time-intensive nature of the behavioural simulations,
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our sample is small and future research could attempt to replicate our findings in larger samples and
in different settings.

Practical Implications

Due to its pervasive negative influences, relationship conflict needs to be pro-actively managed in
multiparty systems. Conflict reducing techniques both at the party as well as at the system level may
help alleviate the detrimental influences of conflict escalation. Interventions aimed at generating task
conflict within stakeholder parties will spur collaborativeness in the whole system. Simple normative
interventions could help stakeholder parties to engage in healthy task debates as illustrated by research
that used ground rules for collaboration to increase the quality of group debates and ultimately group
rationality (Curşeu and Schruijer 2012). Moreover, process consultation may support multiparty
collaboration by stimulating healthy task conflict and reducing the relationship conflict. Finally,
behavioural simulations constitute experiential learning opportunities in which individuals can gain
an understanding of multiparty dynamics and can develop their collaboration skills.
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