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Abstract: Pacific regional organisations focusing on climate change have overlapping adaptation-related
mandates. With the growing importance of regional organisations in supplying financial and technical
resources for climate adaptation in small island developing states, it is important to understand how well
these supranational organisations work together on these issues. In this paper, theories of regionalism
and neofunctionalism, complex systems, and superordinate group identity are used to design an action
research project that tests the level of coordination between Pacific regional organisations. It presents and
discusses a pre-analysis plan for the project, the goal of which is to determine the ways in which virtual
team structure can be used to enhance inter-organisational coordination of adaptation interventions
across small, dispersed, resource-constrained country jurisdictions. The proposed study represents an
important intermediary step in developing more robust climate-related organisational policies at the
regional scale in the Pacific and beyond.

Keywords: action research; climate change adaptation; coordination; Pacific; regional organisations;
small island developing states; superordinate group identity; virtual team structure

1. Introduction

Regional organisations (ROs) are increasingly providing the financial and technical resources needed to
support climate change adaptation in small island developing states (SIDS), a special grouping of countries
that are disproportionately vulnerable to the impacts of climate change [1]. There are 58 SIDS located in
three main geographic regions, including the Pacific [2]. The 20 Pacific SIDS, like the other SIDS globally,
are particularly vulnerable to a range of climate change impacts that include rising sea levels, increases in
sea-surface temperatures, and changes in rainfall patterns [3,4]. The vulnerability of SIDS results from
factors including their smallness, reliance on natural systems, remoteness and distance from world markets,
and financial and technical resource constraints [5]. These development and sustainability challenges
are exacerbated by climate change and highlight the need for appropriate and effective adaptation to
climate change in order to avoid the loss of livelihood-supporting ecosystem services and infrastructure in
SIDS [3,6].
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Climate change adaptation is the ‘process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects’ ([7],
p. 1758). The aim of adaptation in the human system is to ‘moderate or avoid harm or exploit beneficial
opportunities’ ([7], p. 1758). In this context, ROs can (and already do) play a critical role in coordinating
and implementing adaptation action that seeks to reduce vulnerabilities and increase resilience to the
impacts of climate change in SIDS [8,9]. Despite this, not enough is known about how ROs are coordinating
and can better coordinate adaptation across small, dispersed, resource-constrained country jurisdictions.
To address this knowledge gap, this paper presents an action research design for testing and enhancing
the level of coordination between two ROs at the forefront of climate change action in the Pacific—the
Pacific Community (SPC) and the Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environmental Programme (SPREP)
(see Supplementary Materials File S1 for more details). These organisations have a long and complicated
history of overlapping mandates, especially in relation to developing and implementing climate change
adaptation initiatives across Pacific SIDS [1,10,11]. Pacific SIDS, like the SIDS in the other two geographic
regions (the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, and the Caribbean), rely on international financing to offset the
cost of adaptation initiatives, yet the volume of international adaptation financing is lower than recipient
country expectations and needs [12]. As a result, organisations including SPC and SPREP have found
themselves competing for funding from the same pool.

To examine the ways in which Pacific ROs can reduce competition for scarce funding, we propose
to explore, alongside RO staff and personnel, how virtual team structure can help SPC and SPREP better
work together to fight the threat of climate change. Increased coordination between the organisations
is likely to reduce the perception of an existing rivalry in addition to each organisation seeing the other
as a threat or obstacle to accessing their ‘fair share’ of international adaptation financing through such
mechanisms as the Green Climate Fund (GCF) (see Supplementary Materials File S2 for more details).

In our action research design, we randomly assign SPC and SPREP staff to mixed member virtual
teams. There are two primary factors underlying our decision to propose this approach that works with
research participants to ‘co-learn’ about how the two ROs operate and the motivations and/or constraints
they experience. First, there is limited knowledge of how ROs interact with each other and coordinate
their actions in and across small islands. Second, SPC and SPREP are small organisations, and the
small sample sizes would prevent us from conducting a big-N quantitative experiment. Consideration
of these two factors led us to conclude that an action research approach, with a strong emphasis on
co-enquiry and co-learning among researchers and participants, is among the most appropriate avenues of
enquiry for understanding motivations of and constraints to RO coordination among small, dispersed,
resource-constrained country jurisdictions in the Pacific, at least in the initial stages.

The virtual teams that we establish during the research will work together over a six-month period to
produce a ‘bankable’ adaptation project proposal for submission to the GCF. During the course of this
action research project, we will collect and analyse qualitative data, including through (a) semi-structured
interviews with participants, (b) facilitated reflective periods between researchers and participants,
(c) observing team meetings, (d) administering short surveys, and (e) the evaluation of each team’s project
proposal by an independent judging panel. We will use the qualitative evidence collected to support
recommendations for ways to enhance the level of coordination between SPC and SPREP. The results of the
action research will also have relevance to the other two Pacific ROs that are also coordinating adaptation
action across multiple SIDS—the Pacific Islands Forum, and the University of the South Pacific.

Our approach is novel because action research has yet to be used as a method to explore
coordination challenges between sustainability focused ROs, and particularly those in the Pacific. Action
research is particularly useful in contexts where the focus is on gaining insights and on doing so in a
collaborative manner. Further, when inquiry focuses on social organisation and interaction, action research
can help co-researchers to inquire into their own practice, learn from experience, and thus act and interact
more consciously. The action research approach is, therefore, well-suited for use early on in the knowledge
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production and co-production process. To the best of our knowledge, our research presents the first action
research to better understand RO coordination for adaptation in the Pacific.

To achieve our central aim, the remainder of this paper is divided into five sections. The following
section outlines the background and context of our work, covering regional service delivery for climate
change adaptation in the Pacific. Section 3 describes our theoretical framework. Section 4 presents our
action research plan, including outlining our three research questions, identifying variables, describing
the research procedure as well as our approach to data collection and analysis. Section 5 discusses the
proposed design, including the advantages and limitations of action research in this context. Section 6
summarises the key messages and design elements highlighted in the paper. Together, this proposal
represents an important intermediary step in developing more robust, climate-related organisational
policies at the regional scale in the Pacific and beyond.

2. Background and Context

2.1. Regional Service Delivery for Climate Change Adaptation in the Pacific

Regional service delivery, wherein ROs coordinate climate adaptation-related services ‘that are
normally provided at the national or subnational level’, has been advocated as a means of addressing
development and sustainability challenges in the Pacific ([13], p. 541). ROs provide support across a range
of sectors, including food security, water resources management, and coastal management, which are
central to Pacific resilience and sustainability (see [11,14,15]). According to Haas [16], ROs are subsets of
international organisations created for cooperative action to address shared problems. ‘Regional’ here
refers to ‘supranational’ regions as opposed to ‘subnational’ regions. Examples of ROs in the Pacific include
SPC, SPREP, the Pacific Islands Forum, and the University of the South Pacific because they (a) represent
pan-Pacific groupings, (b) have multi-sectoral mandates, (c) were established by formal intergovernmental
agreements, (d) have national governments as members, and (e) seek to address shared problems (based
on [16,17]). Regional service delivery is not new in the Pacific and is considered to be a factor encouraging
Pacific regionalism [11,13]. ROs also facilitate burden sharing, reduce transaction costs, and assist with the
development and maintenance of specialised knowledge [17].

2.2. ROs Coordinating Climate Change Adaptation in the Pacific

Increasing resource scarcity and competition between ROs strengthen the case for inter-organisational
coordination underpinned by specific, measurable, achievable, results-focused, and time-bound goals
and objectives. Here, coordination is the ‘degree to which each of the various interdependent parts of a
. . . system operates according to the requirements of the other parts and of the total system’ ([18], p. 84).
‘Collaboration’, ‘cooperation’, ‘integration’, and ‘conflict’ are also often used to designate ‘coordination’ [18].
Levels of coordination link closely to the effectiveness of ROs. For example, Robinson and Gilfillan [1] used
three case study organisations to examine the adaptation-related effectiveness of ROs in the Caribbean and
Pacific, and identified poor coordination as inhibiting effectiveness. The authors, following Etzioni [19],
defined effectiveness as the degree to which an organisation realises its goals. They found that the
organisations are most effective in terms of their adaptation-related inputs and outputs but less so in terms
of their adaptation-related projects/programs. They also found that the two ROs at the forefront of climate
action in the Pacific—SPC and SPREP—have overlapping adaptation-related mandates that put constraints
on their ability to deliver services effectively across small, dispersed, resource-constrained countries.

The findings in Robinson and Gilfillan [1] present several insights for deconstructing the challenges
of regional-level adaptation governance in the Pacific. While SPC and SPREP signed a Memorandum of
Understanding for resilience and sustainable development in 2017 [20], the Pacific Islands Forum, another
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RO, announced climate change as part of its own competence [21]. This move could be seen as a broader
strategy on its part but it is in line with what Bryar and Naupa ([15], p. 155) call ‘the shifting tides of Pacific
regionalism’. It is also symptomatic of the increasing number of ROs ‘specialising’ in climate action and,
therefore, competing for climate financing in a way that has been previously referred to in the literature as
a ‘turf war’ (e.g., see [10], p. 24). Additionally, international adaptation financing is consistently well below
pledged levels, and there is evidence that the ‘pie’ could be shrinking [22]. The individual pursuit of scarce
financial resources for adaptation in SIDS, without deliberate and purposeful coordination, negatively
impacts organisational effectiveness and sustainability at the regional level.

2.3. Group Structures for Effective Inter-Organisational Coordination

Case study evidence from the broader Asia-Pacific region suggests that the establishment of technical
working groups and similar mechanisms, whose members often meet virtually, is insufficient for increasing
inter-organisational coordination. Technical working groups have been used extensively in Cambodia, for
example, to support work across multiple sectors and government agencies, which are considered separate
organisations because of their varying mandates and structures, through which officials are inclined to
protect their own areas of responsibility [23]. The success of technical working groups, however, has
been limited, mostly due to a lack of prioritisation on the part of the government, visible through factors
such as meetings not being held unless funding is forthcoming from external donor agencies to incentivise
participation [23]. Though the Framework for Pacific Regionalism and other regional-level policy documents
prioritise climate change adaptation in the Pacific (see [24]), the Cambodian example highlights that the
establishment of mechanisms and structures such as technical working groups is not sufficient in itself to
ensure successful and effective inter-organisational coordination.

Because organisations are becoming increasingly geographically dispersed and making increasing
use of information and communication technologies, especially since the recent outbreak of COVID-19,
virtual teams are now being studied in a variety of disciplines. The number of field studies (as opposed
to laboratory-based studies) is also increasing [25]. The body of literature examining performance and
success markers of virtual teams, for example, in single, profit-making, multinational corporations is
expansive (e.g., [26,27]). However, research on the impact of virtual team structure on inter-organisational
coordination within a regional (as opposed to multiregional) context is sparse. The design of the action
research project presented here aims to help fill this gap.

2.4. Action Research for Co-Learning about RO Coordination Challenges in the Pacific

Action research is a way of approaching a broad research agenda, rather than a strict method in
itself [28]. Its goal is participatory action and co-learning, where research participants are co-researchers
rather than the subjects of research, and researchers are co-learners rather than the external and objective
formulators and analysers of scientific problems [29]. Thus, the principal qualities of action research
are engagement, mutual curiosity, and the seeking of insights into issues of a significant and practical
nature [30]. The participatory aspect of action research means that the external researchers must be open
to new insights, learnings and evolutions as a fundamental part of the co-learning process. As part of
the co-learning process, action research tends to have periods of action in which practices are tested and
evidence is gathered, followed by periods of reflection where the actions and evidence are assessed and
used to make plans for further action [30]. To this end, action research can be seen as a ‘common endeavour
for common goals’ ([29], p. 38). Thus, it is well-suited to our particular research problem, given that
the mandates of Pacific ROs, including those of SPC and SPREP, focus strongly on working with Pacific
island nations to improve their individual and collective environmental, social, economic, and political
circumstances (e.g., see [1]).
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A recent study by Robinson ([31], p. 14) called for more action-based research ‘where those working
on the frontlines of operationalizing climate change activities in SIDS are also provided with opportunities
to collaborate with academics and co-produce knowledge that is locally-relevant and outside the academe’.
Our proposal answers this call and positions us to explore a particular aspect of action research in which
we are interested—the role of facilitation in collaborative teams and in reflecting on actions. While there
are multiple definitions and conceptualizations of ‘facilitation’ [32], we see it as the act and art of engaging
co-researchers in a continual process of co-discovering, co-developing, and co-applying learning insights.
According to Wilkinson ([33], p. 2), one of the fundamental ‘secrets’ of facilitation is its ability to support
the achievement of ‘more effective results’—its use and/or incorporation as an organisational tool or
strategy means that ‘solutions are created, understood and accepted by the people impacted’. This aside,
Raelin ([34], p. 83) acknowledged that facilitation is often ‘delimited within group settings as assisting
members to accomplish their goals through a focus on process rather than on content’. As a result, we adopt
a ‘model of action research’, which responds to and begins to address the shortcoming identified by
Raelin [34] and which aims to resolve some of ‘the contradictions and choices of facilitative practice by
regarding it as a continual process of inquiry’ ([32], p. 615).

Later in this paper, we will explain that two of the four virtual teams that we will establish will
have team leaders who will function as facilitators (see Section 4.2.2). We see this more as ‘facilitation
embedding’ as we acknowledge that facilitation, in and of itself, requires extensive training and complex
skills [35]. The external researchers will also facilitate reflections on actions in the two teams with structure.
We will, consequently, pay special attention to applying its four dimensions—(a) the purpose of the group,
organisation, or community; (b) the theoretical conceptualisation which the facilitators bring to their
meaning making of the events; (c) the wider field or context in which they are operating; and (d) the energy
or atmosphere in the group at any particular time and the choreography of that energy ([32], p. 615). We,
therefore, aim to understand how these four dimensions of facilitation shape, or are shaped by, (a) the
environment in which SPC and SPREP operate, (b) how organisations function internally, and (c) how
people identify with an organisation and with work teams.

3. Theoretical Framework

Our research focuses on the use of inter-organisational virtual teams to develop a regionally focused,
‘bankable’ climate change adaptation project proposal. In order to account for the three different levels
of theorising involved, we have framed our research with theories that provide insights into (a) the
environment in which SPC and SPREP operate (neofunctionalism and regionalism), (b) how organisations
function internally (complex systems thinking), and (c) how people identify with an organisation and with
work teams (superordinate group identity). Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of how these
different theoretical elements fit together.

As an initial step in addressing the identified knowledge gaps in the literature, we expect that the
implementation of our study will uncover currently unknown aspects of RO coordination in the Pacific.
Additionally, while there has been much research done on coordination within organisations, there is
a paucity of empirical research on the impact of coordination on inter-organisational effectiveness in
the environmental sustainability domain. Thus, our action research design offers an initial step into
this important field of research that is being increasingly defined by the growing importance of ROs,
and the growing number of organisations involved in climate adaptation-related work, especially at the
regional level.
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3.1. Regionalism and Neofunctionalism

As our first ‘operating environment’ theory, regionalism represents a complex process of change
that can be triggered from subnational and intraregional levels wherein actors and processes at various
scales interact with each other [36]. Regionalism can refer to formal projects and/or processes, or more
narrowly, ‘the body of ideas, values and polices that are aimed at creating a region’ ([37], p. 3). According to
Engel, et al. ([38], p. 3), the ‘most tangible form of regionalism is its institutionalization in a regional
organisation’. Because of the geographical distance separating the island nations of the Pacific, the essence
of the ROs’ role requires a degree of ‘virtuality’. Here, virtuality is defined as the extent to which ‘team
members use virtual tools to coordinate and execute team processes, [and] the amount of informational
value provided by such tools’ ([39], p. 700). Virtuality can have significant impacts on team performance,
planning processes and structural support (e.g.,see [40,41]), especially in the context of inter-organisational
coordination and effectiveness.

For our research, neofunctionalism adds to our application of regionalism. In fact, neofunctionalism
is one of a range of approaches used in the study of regionalism—it combines ideas of functionalism and
federalism [42]. While functionalism’s and federalism’s approaches to regionalism are more concerned with
constitutional design (i.e., they are premised on the idea that form follows function), the basic mechanism
of concern in neofunctionalism is that of ‘spillover’. Spillover is defined as ‘the way in which the creation
and deepening of integration in . . . [one] sector would create pressures for further integration within
and beyond that . . . sector, and greater authoritative capacity’ at the regional level (cited in [43], p. 14).
For our research, enhancing inter-RO coordination is a key aspect of neofunctionalism’s focus on deepening
regional integration. For example, from a neofunctional perspective, deliberate institutional design is ‘the
most effective means for solving common problems’ ([42], p. 16). Institutions can be formal, informal and
multiscale, and have ‘predictable arrangements, laws, processes or customs serving to structure political
[and] social . . . relationships’ ([44], p. 222). Though ‘embedded in complex, interactive systems of multiple
institutions, organizations and actors’ ([44], p. 222), their design and structure provide a foundation as
well as incentives for coordination. They are important for creating functional and political spillover,
maintaining regionness, and transforming regional cooperation and associated initiatives [45,46]. Building
further on the neofunctionalism perspective, we use the idea of transformation to refer to an adaptation or
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change that radically or fundamentally adjusts the way organisations interact with their external operating
environment (see [47]). Incentivising transformation underscores the importance of regionalism being
viewed as an intentional process of coordination, collaboration and cooperation in pursuit of sustainable
development within and of a region.

3.2. Complex Systems Thinking

Moving from the broader context in which SPC and SPREP operate down to the level of the
organisations themselves, we approach their operation from a complex systems thinking perspective.
Complexity links to regionalism and neofunctionalism with Haas [48], for example, seeing it as often
deriving directly from a neofunctionalist perspective of regionalism. According to Meadows ([49], p. 2),
a system can be defined as ‘a set of things interconnected in such a way that they produce their own pattern
of behaviour over time’.

Organisations are dynamic, comprised of multiple dimensions, and have multiscale and interlinking
goals and objectives [50]. From a systems perspective, there are two theoretical principles that are
relevant here. First, organisations are open systems comprised of interconnected and mutually-dependent
subsystems [51]. Being mutually dependent, there are circular relationships between the overall system and
its parts [52], with the effectiveness of each subsystem impacting on the effectiveness of other subsystems as
well as on the overall system itself [53]. Second, the primary goal of organisations (as systems) is to ensure
their own survival [53]. They must adapt to changes in their general and specific environments in order
to maintain a steady state [51]. Goal attainment and adaptation are among the most critical functional
imperatives [53].

This descriptor of organisations as systems treats them with a level of rationality and predictability
that is not always apparent in the interactions of the people who comprise them. For example, in Kurtz and
Snowden’s [54] work on complexity and the Cynefin framework, the authors note that people hold more
than one identity and thus may act or react in different ways depending on the immediate context, including
whether a person is acting or reacting as an individual or as part of a broader collective. In examining
inter-organisational coordination, the human element becomes important. Thus, the two principles outlined
in the previous paragraph (i.e., organisations are open systems, and the primary goal of organisations,
as systems, is to ensure their own survival) become more complex when objective ideals are replaced by the
understanding that different people can perceive the same situation in different ways [54]. Coordination
requires people from different parts of an organisation to work together towards the achievement of
organisational goals [51] The level of coordination can be influenced by the environment and the individuals
involved, as well as by the way decisions are made and communications managed [51]. How different
parts of organisations are placed physically (i.e., located together or separately) and organisationally (i.e.,
strength of the connection between them), the variability and complexity of subgroups and their members,
and the design and patterns of relationships and communication are, therefore, important drivers of the
level of intra- and inter-organisational coordination [51].

3.3. Superordinate Group Identity

As our research focuses on how teams work together within and across SPC and SPREP, we also aim
to understand inter-organisational team functioning. The third component of our theoretical framework is,
therefore, superordinate group identity. Superordinate group identity explores how task orientation can
bring together members of separate groups. The purpose is to strengthen the bonds within the combined
(inter-organisational) team or group so that this new team comes to have a similar or higher-level of
importance to the members of the team than their bonds with their original group. In other words,
our research will develop insights into the ways in which members of the virtual inter-organisational teams
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can be encouraged to develop a sense of ‘team’ identity that transcends their identification with either
SPC or SPREP (e.g., see [55,56]). This concept is linked to the Common Ingroup Identity Model [57,58],
which asserts that, in order to reduce intergroup bias, strategies should attempt to re-categorise the
intergroup situation so that in- and outgroup(s) become subsumed into a more inclusive superordinate
category. Thus, changing members’ perceptions of group boundaries enables some of the cognitive and
motivational processes that may have contributed initially to ingroup bias to be redirected toward the
development of more positive intergroup relationships. Higher identification with the superordinate
group can lead to less bias (of the other) and a greater willingness to accept the merging of the ingroup and
outgroup or, in our case, the merging of two different and sometimes competing organisations. As the
focus is on a task-oriented identity, it is only within the confines of the task that the superordinate group
identity will manifest; the research focus is not about employee loyalty.

In our research into RO coordination, superordinate group identity asks how members of two or more
ROs working jointly to produce a ‘bankable’ adaptation project proposal could be encouraged to more
meaningfully coordinate their actions, so that each virtual team functions as a single cohesive unit rather
than as separate teams or sub-groups. As an initial step to address this issue, this action research proposal
puts theoretical concepts around group formation into practice. Specifically, the proposed research is
designed to compare how different factors that the theory tells us contributes to the formation of group
identity interact to improve the performance of an inter-organisational working group.

4. Pre-Analysis Plan

Within our framework of action research, co-researchers (i.e., RO staff and personnel) are likely to
have insights and inputs that will change the way the project is carried out. Despite the changes that
may occur, a clear understanding on our part of what we hope to achieve will be important for guiding
the overall research as well as to show SPC and SPREP directors-general the value that the research will
provide to the respective organisations. Here, we therefore present a pre-analysis plan for our qualitative
action research project. Developing and publishing this plan ahead of conducting the research adds
transparency to the process, with peer review and publication being important steps in helping us to
increase the robustness of our research methodology [59]. As far as we are aware, this is the first use of an
action research approach to study coordination between ROs that are addressing global commons issues.

4.1. Research Questions

As an action research project, we are entering the research with an open mind and are not in search of
definitive answers. However, as the first step towards gathering detailed data on how to best enhance
coordination between geographically separated organisations working to address global commons issues,
we have developed three questions to guide the conduct of the research:

1. Are there particular aspects of virtual team structure that could increase inter-organisational
coordination across two sustainability focused ROs?

2. Do changes in virtual team structure have an observable impact on the effectiveness or ability of team
members working together across both sustainability focused ROs?

3. Are there observable links between virtual team structure and facilitation of reflections, and any
emergence of superordinate group identity?

We have deliberately developed open research questions to allow for unexpected outcomes to develop
from this research (see [30]). This is an appropriate first step in better understanding coordination between
sustainability focused ROs.
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4.2. Operationalising Variables

Despite being an action research project with a focus on participation and openness to unexpected
outcomes, we have built the research design loosely around the notion of a qualitative field experiment.
Thus, we have incorporated two key variables that will help direct research toward the research questions
outlined in Section 4.1. These two key variables are inter-organisational coordination and virtual team
structure. How we define and operationalise each of them is explained below. We should, however,
point out that while the proposed action research is designed to search for relationships, as it is the first
research in this area of which we are aware, and because of its open-ended nature, causal factors may
not be clearly identified during the conduct of the research (e.g., see [60]). Theories of action ‘provide a
very simple, but powerful, tool for getting beneath the surface of individual, group, and organizational
behavior’; they ‘systematically analyze and document behavioral patterns and the reasoning behind
them’ ([61], p. 254]). Future research should, therefore, aim to ‘identify the causal connections that
[further] explain [the] effectiveness or ineffectiveness’ of varying structures of virtual teams in this
context ([61], p. 254).

4.2.1. Inter-Organisational Coordination

There is significant research that highlights how poor coordination between organisations undermines
responses to climate change globally (e.g., [1,62,63]). Building on this, our proposed research will use
(a) semi-structured interviews with co-researchers, (b) observations and participation in meetings and
other actions, (c) facilitated reflections (for two of the four virtual teams), and (d) results-based assessments
to test the level of coordination between the two target organisations prior to and following the completion
of the research project.

In assessing levels of coordination, we will consider both the operational environment and the people
in the two organisations. Our particular interest will be the way that people communicate with each other,
including how organisational structures and processes influence communications and the solving of
common problems. From a neofunctional approach to regionalism, the design of these arrangements,
whether formal, informal and/or multiscale, influences the level of coordination (see [42]). From a complex
systems thinking approach, these are among the factors that influence coordination within and across the
system (see [51]). Considering the Common Ingroup Identity Model, that explains superordinate group
identity formation [57,58], it is the extent to which the people can work together to reduce intergroup bias,
and the strategies that can be used to re-categorise intergroup configuration so that in- and outgroup(s)
become subsumed into a more inclusive superordinate category. In other words, for the task at hand
(i.e., virtual inter-organisational teams co-developing a ‘bankable’ climate change adaptation funding
proposal for the GCF), how the external researchers and co-researchers can most effectively build a
sense of team identity that is stronger than team members’ identification with either SPC or SPREP.
As shown in Figure 3, pre- (T1) and post-tests (T2) of the level (s) of inter-organisational coordination
will be conducted. As part of these tests, co-researchers will be asked two levels of questions, those that
relate to (a) themselves as individuals working in their respective organisations (individual level) and (b)
how the processes and protocols in their respective organisations support (or hinder) coordination and
communication with other organisations that also work for the common good. With regard to (b), questions
will also cover perceptions of coordination and communication between SPC and SPREP. An example of
an individual-level question is how co-researchers, personally, interact with people who work in the other
organisation. At the organisational level, we are interested in questions that relate to the quantity and
frequency of inter-organisational communications as well as the responsiveness of each organisation at the
organisational level.
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4.2.2. Virtual Team Structure

Virtual teams have two common features—members are geographically dispersed and consequently
have little face-to-face interaction. Most interactions are facilitated by information and communication
technologies [64]. While there are several different parameters/dimensions that affect virtuality [65],
geographic dispersion and technology usage are the two most common [66]. Our research focuses
on these two. In this study, geographic dispersion will be measured as a single item, and following
Kirkman et al. [67], virtual team members will be asked to indicate the number of times they met face-to-face,
if at all, over the duration of the study. It is also possible to measure geographic dispersion as an aggregate
composite of multiple components. Suh and Shin [68], for example, asked team members to indicate
whether they work at the same location as each person on their team. The authors used these scores
to measure team-level geographic dispersion. In order to measure technology usage, team members
will be asked to indicate the percentage of communication that occurred via different media. Rice and
Gattiker [69] suggest a general order of media, from rich (face-to-face interaction) to poor (numerical
information). These can then be weighted or used for qualitatively understanding the match (or mismatch)
between ‘task-information processing requirements’ and a ‘medium’s ability to convey information
richness’ ([70], p. 295).

Four virtual inter-organisational teams, similar to technical working groups, will be established
as part of this action research project. Working with virtual teams in climate/sustainability-focused
ROs is innovative, as studies of virtual teams typically examine performance and success markers in
profit-making, multinational corporations (e.g., see [26,27]). The proposed study is also highly relevant
as the number of multinational organisations utilising virtual teams is increasing, especially in view of
the new technologies that are available [25], and the recent outbreak of COVID-19, which is likely to spur
even more usage of online platforms and various configurations of virtual team structures in the short-
and long-terms.

Two of the four virtual teams will have a formal ‘structure’ (see Figure 2 and Supplementary Materials
File S3 for more details on team structure, roles and tasks). Here, structure refers to ‘the basic configuration
of the team in terms of the locations and the roles of members’ ([64], p. 366). The configuration will relate
to the roles of team members but also to the tasks to be undertaken over the course of the action research
project, more specifically. Each of these two teams will have a team leader. Team leaders will be SPC
or SPREP officers and can be seen as either internal facilitators, offering ‘support for groups in [their]
own organization, as an internal service’, or as internal practitioners who are domain experts who ‘can
run a single recurring collaboration process without support of a professional facilitator’ ([35], p. 134).
Facilitated reflections in these teams will be conducted by the external researchers. In these roles, the
external researchers can be seen as either external facilitators, offering ‘process support for groups outside
the organization where they work, usually in a consultant role’, or as external practitioners who are domain
experts, running ‘a single recurring collaboration process without support of a professional facilitator’ ([35],
p. 134). Within these facilitation contexts, a number of facilitation-related skills will be important for the
SPC and SPREP officers, and the external researchers, in their roles as team leaders and reflection facilitators,
respectively. These skills range from tolerating and creating silence, to leading/creating, and following
the team agenda [32]. Here, it is important to acknowledge that ‘there is a paradox in facilitation’ ([71],
p. 20). The influence of facilitators, whether internal or external, can affect the nature and quality of the
teams’ outcomes. That being said, it would be unrealistic to expect facilitators to be completely impartial.
It would also be unwise to ignore that internal facilitators are likely to have their own political agendas,
which may or may not align squarely with the aims and objectives of the research project [71]. While
these are not easily overcome, O’Flynn and Wanna ([72], pp. 118–119) suggested that a ‘strong project
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process with accountabilities throughout to ensure milestones and outcomes are achieved’ is important for
managing interactions and promoting collaboration in team-based environments.
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The other two virtual teams will have an informal ‘structure’. This means that they will be unstructured
and expected to self-organise to achieve their ultimate goal as well as to report on the structures that
were adopted, if any, in order to produce the required deliverables. This approach is also legitimate.
From a complex systems thinking perspective, both formal and informal aspects of organisations are
important [53]. Further, the variability and complexity of subgroups and their members, and the design
and patterns of relationships and communication are important drivers of intra- and inter-organisational
coordination [51], so too for understanding how superordinate group identities emerge.

Each virtual team will be told that their ultimate goal is to produce a proposal for a small (>$10 million
USD but <$50 million USD), multi-country, ‘bankable’ climate change adaptation project (see Supplementary
Materials File S4 for more details on the instructions that will be given to teams). According to Poole
and Zhang [64], the key dimensions of tasks in virtual teams are: (a) whether the task is ongoing or a
single-time project, (b) the degree of interdependence required to complete the task, and (c) the complexity
of the task itself. For this action research project, a one-off, low-medium complexity task will be undertaken
over the course of six months. The proposals developed by each virtual team will target submission
to the GCF and aim to scale-up SPREP’s first GCF project, ‘Climate Information Services for Resilient
Development in Vanuatu’, which was approved by the GCF Board in 2016 (see [73]). The proposals
should be clearly tailored to the national circumstances of other Pacific island countries and territories
such as Niue or the Marshall Islands, which secured GCF readiness funds in 2018 [74]. They should
also clearly demonstrate how the two ROs will coordinate on implementation. The proposals should be
responsive to the GCF’s six investment criteria, which are: (a) impact potential, (b) paradigm shift potential,
(c) sustainable development potential, (d) recipient needs, (e) country ownership, and (f) efficiency and
effectiveness (see [75]). There will be several interdependencies in the workflows of the virtual teams.
Ideally, specific components of the proposal document will be designated for sole or co-authorship.
We anticipate that teams will use a mix of rich and poor media in their communications (e.g., video
conferencing, voice calls, emails, and data sharing) (see [69]).
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4.3. Research Strategy

The action research project that we propose here is loosely based on what Robinson and Mendelson ([76],
p. 332) call a ‘qualitative experiment’, which is ‘a hybrid methodological technique that fuses elements of
experimental design with qualitative strategies’. However, we move away from its formal experimental
structure to create a co-learning space with team members from the two ROs with the goal of initially
exploring the impact of virtual team structure (and facilitated reflections, but to a lesser extent) on
inter-organisational coordination. This section details our research strategy, as illustrated in Figure 3,
which involves describing the population characteristics and qualitative elements of our approach.
Specifically, although we have based our approach on a ‘qualitative experiment’, we do not cover
common experimental details such as statistical power analyses, balancing checks, treatment and
heterogeneous effects, or standard error adjustments. These are all typical elements of quantitative
experiments, but do not apply to our action research project. This is because of our qualitative approach,
as well as the qualitative data we are proposing to collect and analyse.
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4.3.1. Project Implementation

Engaging with SPC and SPREP and Selecting Co-Researchers

For SPC and SPREP, achieving sustainability rests at the core of their operations (see [77] for a
discussion of the different approaches to sustainability and organisational activities). Coordination within
and between them is linked to the achievement of globally agreed environment and development goals such
as those contained in the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the 2015 Paris
Climate Accord, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (following [78]). The success of our
action research project will rest on the creation of a strong, mutually understanding relationship between
ourselves (the external researchers) and SPC and SPREP as organisations, as well as with the individuals
who will work directly with us. To foster strong mutual understanding, our initial approach to the ROs
will be based on clear and transparent communication, detailing an objective assessment of employee time
requirements, possible risks, as well as an outline of the likely benefits of the project (this will follow the
approval of our human ethics application to our respective institutional review boards). We will explain to
the organisations that, because the action research project is set in a donor-funded environment, the results
are likely to have many important applications in improving how inter-organisational cooperation can be
enhanced in donor-funded settings. This is likely to be of particular interest to SPC and SPREP because
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they work in the context of sustainable development, and because responding to environmental and
climatic changes is rapidly growing in importance, especially in the Pacific.

The external research team will contact the heads of the respective ROs, describing the research
aims and objectives of enhancing coordination in the global commons area of climate change. We will
also stress that we are keen to work with, and alongside, SPC and SPREP staff to learn together about
the best ways that inter-organisational coordination can be enhanced. Upon reaching a provisional
agreement on the scope of the research and other temporal elements, we will request that a contact person
in each organisation be identified, with whom we will liaise. Through the two organisational liaisons,
12 individuals from each organisation who work in climate change adaptation-related areas will be
identified. With agreement from their respective department heads, these 24 individuals will together
participate in the action research project. The selected individuals should have (a) been working with
their organisation for at least one year prior to the start of the project, (b) experience with adaptation
projects in Pacific island countries and territories and/or broad development programming experience in
the region, and (c) experience with writing project proposals, and preferably be familiar with the GCF
and its processes, for example, in getting accredited entity status and accessing funding. This breadth of
experience will provide an appropriate background for the tasks to be undertaken during the course of
the study.

Data Collection and Instruments

In order to maximise insights into how virtual teams function (as well as the role of facilitation,
although to a lesser extent), this action research project will collect qualitative data through a range
of different, yet complementary instruments. These instruments will include semi-structured interviews
with our co-researchers, surveys and observations during virtual team meetings (Supplementary Materials
Files S5–S7 provide more details). We will interview each of our co-researchers both at the beginning
and at the end of the study (at points T1 and T2 in Figure 3). This will be an opportunity for gaining
insights into the individual and situational characteristics and will be used to help understand influences
on inter-organisational coordination. The interview questions will be designed to encourage co-researchers
to express their own thoughts and perceptions about levels of coordination and communication between
SPC and SPREP at an organisational level and between individuals within the two organisations. We will
use a standardised topic guide as the basis for each interview (see [79]). The questions in the topic guide
will be informed by the literature on organisations, coordination, and collaboration (e.g., see [79]).

External Researchers’ Participation in the Study

As far as practicable, we will actively participate in the meetings held by the four teams. With team
members’ prior consent, all meetings will be recorded, and the recordings will be used by the external
researchers for further analysis. Where possible, this will include video recordings to assist with identifying
speakers. Confidentiality will be maintained throughout the process through the use of pseudonyms in any
resulting publications [79]. To simplify the process of analysing meeting recordings, qualitative data will be
collected according to a pre-agreed structured observation schedule. The observation schedule will include
both time and target time sampling. We will record the discussions and/or activities at specific intervals
(e.g., every 15 min after the official start of the meeting) and at pre-selected moments (e.g., when a team
member speaks for the first time in that meeting). Transcripts of the recordings will be made according
to this schedule. This approach will enable co-researcher actions and interactions to be systematically
recorded and classified (e.g., see [80]). The data from meeting recordings will be supplemented with notes
that we take during meetings about, for example, team members who led and/or dominated discussions,
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and/or those who volunteered for activities, as well as about discussions of responsibilities, milestones,
and team structure (see e.g., [81]).

As part of a general reflection process, in line with our action research approach (see [30]), we will
invite our co-researchers to complete a short, written survey three months after the research begins (see
Supplementary Materials File S6). The survey will comprise up to 10 questions. The questions will
target co-researchers’ perceptions of how effectively they see the virtual teams coordinating as well as the
challenges to and opportunities for enhanced coordination.

The primary advantage of using semi-structured interviews at the T1 and T2 marks is that these
interviews will give each individual the opportunity to freely describe their own views and experience
without being constrained by the biases or pre-judgements of the rest of the co-research team. The main
disadvantage of semi-structured interviews is that they are time and resource intensive (e.g., the effort
to conduct and analyse data from a single qualitative semi-structured interview is likely to be similar
to the effort required to administer and analyse several hundred quantitative surveys). Semi-structured
interview data, however, provides a depth of understanding that will be vital for corroborating and
adding to the survey data gathered at the three-month mark (e.g., see [82,83]). To ensure that the planned
semi-structured interviews capture as much relevant information as possible, we will conduct these as
face-to-face meetings with our co-researchers, providing that there are no international restrictions on
travel at that time.

Data Processing and Storage

Data will be collected over the course of six months, though the entire project will run for 18 months
(see Section 4.6 for the calendar/project implementation schedule). The schedule includes three months
for data processing, which will begin as soon as the first data becomes available, and will be an ongoing
process [84]. As part of the reflection process, the early and continuous processing of data will allow new
insights and questions to be developed over the course of the project.

Following Phillippi and Lauderdale [83], notes taken during and outside the context of the virtual
team meetings will be analysed as well as expanded on and organised both during and immediately
following the relevant events. Our focus will be on recording key statements used in interviews. These will
form a basis for expanding our analysis. To transform raw notes into well-organised notes for analysis, we
will order the data in relation to our three research questions (see [85,86]). Further, the list of questions in
our interview topic guide will serve as an initial set of codes. We will read through the expanded notes of
our interviews and/or transcripts to add to this list of codes (see [87]). Because of the action-reflection
nature of action research, we anticipate that unexpected topics are likely to emerge during interviews and
during reflection periods, and we will develop codes for these topics during our analysis. We will also
review our data several times before finalising the coding system.

There are two key steps that we will take to keep the data confidential. The first is that data
collection instruments such as the semi-structured interview topic guide and notes will not contain
information that could be used to readily identify co-researchers. Further, their names will be replaced
with codes/pseudonyms for any third-party analysis and for any publication of results (see [84]). In general,
as per Allen [84], using study codes is an effective method for protecting the confidentiality of those
involved in research projects. The second step that we will take to ensure data confidentiality is to store
all the data collected and processed, including interview transcripts, in a password-protected folder in
the cloud. Where physical records are maintained, they will be kept in locked filing cabinets at one of the
external researcher’s home university (see [84]). Only authorised members of the research team will have
access to these files, whether virtually or physically. All data will be stored for seven years after the results
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of the study have been published. They will be destroyed thereafter. The processed data will be owned by
the external researchers.

4.3.2. Empirical Analyses

Quantitative Analysis

There are a number of quantitative steps that will not be taken as part of our action research
project. These steps include balancing checks, estimating causal effects, determining a broad theory of
action regarding these effects, and adjusting for standard error. We have highlighted these quantitative
elements here, despite the overall qualitative nature of the action research, since we see this as a pilot
study that will inform future research both in the Pacific and in the other two SIDS regions (the Atlantic
and Indian Oceans, and the Caribbean). For a future research agenda, we expect that this qualitative
action research project will serve as a foundation on which to design qualitative and/or quantitative
field experiments based on randomized controlled trials in order to explicitly test hypotheses relating to
coordination between ROs.

Qualitative Analysis

Interview data: Data collected from semi-structured interviews, originally captured through an
audio recording device, will be transcribed and integrated into NVivo® (QSR International: Melbourne,
Australia) [88]. NVivo® is a software package used to analyse qualitative research data, including from
organisational research [89]. It is designed as a tool for bringing order and structure to rich in-depth
data [88]. Once transcribed and integrated into NVivo®, data will then be coded based on predefined
themes relating to, for example, co-researchers’ perceptions of levels of coordination, both at the individual
and organisational levels. Although interview data will be anonymous, each interview transcript will be
coded and attached to a pseudonym given to each co-researcher. This pseudonym will help to connect
interview data with the teams to which each individual was assigned. This is important, as interview data
captured at T1 will be compared to interview data captured at T2, so as to allow the external research team
to detect any changes in the perceptions of coordination and engagement with other teams that have taken
place over the course of the study.

Observational data: Observational data in the form of researcher notes and video recordings will also
be integrated into NVivo® and coded into predefined themes relating to context and participant behaviour
(attitudes towards the other, organic role(s) in team(s), etc.) (see [88,89]). Observational data will be
used to help identify key moments, actions or behaviours that have resulted in change, or lack thereof.
It will be used to ground the interview data and to better understand whether our action research has,
in fact, identified and/or resulted in changes in levels or effectiveness of inter-organisational coordination.
The observational data will also give indications as to whether any observed changes in coordination may
have been the result of extraneous factors such as a significant change in the environment in which the
virtual teams are operating.

Proposal evaluations: To add to the insights gained during the virtual team meetings and GCF proposal
preparation, the proposals developed by each team will be judged by a panel of three independent experts.
The panel will be asked to evaluate the proposals developed by the virtual teams against a set of criteria
(see Supplementary Materials File S8 for more details). They will check for the conformity of the proposals
to the GCF guidelines. They will also assess the quality of the proposals. Each expert will represent one of
the three SIDS regions—the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, the Caribbean, and the Pacific. They will have
international standing with 15 or more years of related SIDS experience. We will brief the experts verbally
and in writing before they begin the evaluations in order to ensure that they have a good understanding
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of the research objectives, our action research approach, and the general evaluation guidelines. For each
funding proposal developed, panel members will individually complete an evaluation form, award marks
and provide comments. The panel will convene virtual meetings, if necessary, to examine and compare
their evaluations and marks in a given area, to review the proposals with respect to each other and,
in specific cases (e.g., equal scores), to make recommendations on a priority order and/or on possible
clustering or combination of proposals. Each virtual team that participates in the study will receive an
evaluation summary report. The report will reflect the evaluation results on each block of criteria, provide
overall comments, and give a final overall score for the proposal. Evaluators will be advised that the
comments they record should give sufficient and clear reasons for their scores.

4.4. Research Team

This action research project will be implemented by a team of three researchers external to SPC and
SPREP and who are based in Australia, Vietnam, and the United States. All three researchers earned their
PhD degrees in an Environmental Science/Studies field. Together, they have over 40 years of work experience
outside of academia. They have also individually consulted for some of the major multilateral climate
change adaptation donors, including the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the Commonwealth
Secretariat and various bilateral agencies, giving them practical, hands-on experience with how multilateral
and bilateral organisations work on-the-ground. The external research team will share the responsibility for
implementing project tasks equally, including engaging the ROs, working with the virtual teams, gathering,
analysing and interpreting collected data, validating the results with co-researchers, and writing up and
visualising the results for publication in a high-quality peer-reviewed journal. The published article will,
among other things, discuss methodological challenges and opportunities related to applying an action
research approach to questions of coordination between sustainability focused ROs. The purpose of this
discussion will be to advance methodological discourses about action research, about ROs and about the
ways in which climate change adaptation projects are developed and implemented in SIDS. The researcher
based in Australia, due to their geographic closeness to New Caledonia and Samoa (where SPC and SPREP
are headquartered, respectively), will take the lead on directly interfacing and/or travelling to meet with
RO officials in person, after the first kick-off meeting is held. There will be no research assistants.

4.5. Deliverables

The three main products of this research will be (a) four project funding proposals developed by the
virtual teams. All proposals that meet the approval of the independent judging panel will be submitted
to the GCF, possibly with recommended changes or amalgamations, (b) a journal article, and (c) two
policy briefs. With particular respect to (c), we will develop one policy brief for disseminating our
results to SPC and SPREP as well as to other interested ROs, and another to multilateral donors such as
the GCF. Drawing on the insights gained during the course of the research project and the evaluation
of the proposals developed, the brief for the ROs will make recommendations for the ways in which
inter-organisational coordination can be improved and why it is important for the effectiveness and
sustainability of future climate change investments. Likewise, the brief directed toward multilateral donors
will provide recommendations for increasing member states’ direct access to multi-country climate change
adaptation project funds.

4.6. Calendar/Project Implementation Schedule

Full implementation of this action research project will take 18 months, including six months working
together with the virtual teams. Three months have been allowed for the initial engagement with SPC
and SPREP, and another three months for analysing and interpreting the data collected. The tasks to
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be completed are shown in Figure 4. Estimated start and completion dates are 1 January 2022 and
30 June 2023, respectively.
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4.7. Budget

It is estimated that implementing the research project will cost $72,853 USD, which includes the cost
for external researcher travel to New Caledonia and Samoa (where SPC and SPREP are headquartered,
respectively), a contribution to the ROs for lost staff time, honoraria for the independent judging panel
members, and communication and software costs (see Supplementary Materials File S9 for itemised costs).
We intend to apply for funding from bilateral organisations such as Australia’s Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade, and from various multilateral organisations, including the Asian Development Bank
and the GCF that have a vested interest in Member States being able to access adaptation funding. It is
also anticipated that the external researchers will also be partially funded by their respective universities,
which will assist in covering the cost of their time and travel.

5. Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, there is no research published in the academic literature describing
action research for studying the impact of virtual team structure on coordination between sustainability
focused ROs. This paper, therefore, represents an innovation, with previous studies typically examining
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virtual team performance and success markers in profit-making, multinational enterprises (e.g., see [26,27]).
The use of a co-learning and ‘common endeavour’ approach will foster insights, learnings, and offer
action-oriented solutions that span disciplinary and organisational boundaries. This is because action
research focuses on the use of a curious and open mind, without having strongly pre-conceived ideas about
what results will be found [30]. Because the action research approach means that the external researchers
will work together with co-researchers/team members from the two participating ROs, the research
component will quickly become a normalised part of daily routines.

The action research approach proposed in this paper combines some elements typical of what are
referred to as field experiments, with qualitative data to add to the workday outputs. Pure field experiments,
though considered by some as ‘the sterling-gold standard of organizational research methods’ ([90], p. 91),
have a number of disadvantages. For example, they are often carried out on the assumption that
manipulation and observation of objects and parameters can be fully controlled (e.g., see [91]). In contrast,
and in our proposed action research, we do not seek to control and isolate variables, but rather to gain
insights and allow for unexpected results and developments to surface. We will gather qualitative
data through semi-structured interviews with co-researchers, observation and analysis by the external
researchers, as well as through short surveys (e.g., see [76,91]). A disadvantage of our approach is that it
precludes a statistically robust cause and effect analysis. However, this disadvantage is heavily outweighed
by the opportunities for learning-while-doing in collaboration with experts in the fields of climate change
adaptation, funding proposal preparation, and with a long work history in the two participating ROs.

The other strong rationale for selecting an action research approach is that, in the context of SPC and
SPREP, it will help to overcome the challenge of accessing participants as the research will be seen as a
co-learning opportunity with mutual benefits for both organisations (see [92]). Issues of inter-organisational
coordination are not new, with Bond [93], for example, discussing challenges in Europe with regional
security organisation mandates converging over time, and the efforts to address resultant coordination
issues through information exchange and common approaches in areas where mandates overlap. However,
action on climate change and the tangled nature of regionalism in the Pacific could be seen as sensitive
or controversial topics (e.g., see [94]). As a result, there may be an unwillingness on the part of the
organisations and staff to participate in the proposed study. This could particularly be the case, given the
small number of officials in both organisations dedicated to climate change adaptation activities. Thus,
even requesting 12 personnel from each organisation for the study for a period of six months may be a
‘big ask’. In this regard, securing the support of the directors-general and then the heads of department by
putting forward a strong business case that demonstrates the benefits of enhanced inter-organisational
coordination for achieving their organisational objectives and sustainability in the region will be important.

In addition to discussing the business case of our research when we approach the directors-general
and heads of department, we will also ensure that we clearly describe how we intend to work alongside
the team members, learning together with them. We will be asking SPC and SPREP to commit staff time to
the research, and in order to make this more attractive, we will seek funding from external donors, such as
from Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the Asian Development Bank, and the GCF,
that can be used to pay for or help offset the cost of the time that staff will spend participating in the
research. Because of the strong links between coordination among ROs and the degree to which they
achieve their goals, there is a firm foundation for seeking this funding. We already have strong networks
in the Pacific region that we will use in order to make contact with the directors-general of SPC and
SPREP, as well as for gaining some initial insights into the most efficient and effective ways of working
with co-researchers.

Notwithstanding the potential challenge in accessing participants, there are two additional risks
associated with this project. First, the virtual teams may not be truly independent of each other, as members
are almost certain to interact outside the confines of the project. While this could be a problem for a purely
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experimental setup, in the case of an action research project, it is unlikely to significantly affect the insights
gathered. The second risk is that large volumes of data are likely to be generated during the study (e.g.,
if one team meets on a weekly basis for the six-month duration of the project, the researchers will have
recordings of approximately 24 meetings to analyse just for that one team). The qualitative nature of the
action research, combined with our observation schedule, will help to address this risk through the use of
time-based sampling methods.

This paper proposes the creation of four inter-organisational virtual teams that will operate for a period
of six months. Virtual teams, however, can be difficult to manage due to a number of factors, including
time zone differences, language barriers, cultural differences, leadership and communication challenges,
and technological capacities [95]. Further, the more geographically-dispersed the teams are, the more
complex the coordination becomes. The fact that SPC and SPREP are headquartered in New Caledonia and
Samoa, respectively, geographical dispersion could be a challenge. However, given that the time difference
between them is only three hours, identifying convenient meeting times should be less of a challenge.
To maintain consistency, virtual team membership will be fixed so that role and task expectations and
standard operating procedures can be developed and agreed to—co-researchers will only be replaced if
they leave the organisation, are transferred to a different department, or otherwise become unavailable.
To ensure that teams have some degree of autonomy, there will be no external authority line or external team
linkages as these will complicate team members’ responsibilities and can reduce their commitment [64].
The external researchers will form the link between the virtual teams and the organisations’ executive
management teams. While there are a few risks associated with this study, advance planning will help
mitigate their impact.

Our results will provide an important step in real-world understandings of the role of virtual team
structure and facilitation for coordinated work. Additionally, the study will form a foundation for the
implementation of qualitative and quantitative field experiments such as randomized controlled trials that
would seek to statistically measure the level of coordination between ROs that are prioritising adaptation
and sustainability activities in the Pacific as well as in other SIDS regions.

6. Conclusions

This paper had one central aim—to propose and discuss an action research approach for gaining
insights into the level of coordination between SPC and SPREP, two of the four regional organisations at
the forefront of climate action in the Pacific. The research is designed to focus on whether or not virtual
team structure (and facilitation, but to a lesser extent) influences coordination of adaptation across small,
dispersed, resource-constrained country jurisdictions in the Pacific region. While not presenting empirical
findings, this paper represents an important intermediary step in ensuring the development of more robust,
climate-related organisational policies at the regional scale in the Pacific. Once implemented, the results of
the research will be a crucial resource for more detailed investigations, and for guiding decisions on the
cost-effectiveness and distributional impacts of climate finance investments more broadly.
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