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General Introduction 

Observers of the public management landscape are witnessing an increase in the variety 

and complexity in the forms of collaboration between the public, the private, and the 

non-profit sectors (OECD 2005). However, research in the field of cross sector 

collaborations is still developing and has yet to fully examine the myriad organizational 

forms that have emerged in recent decades (Bovaird 2004).  

During the past two decades, conventional bureaucratic solutions to the problems of 

government have increasingly been found wanting. Influenced by the tenets of New 

Public Management (NPM), governments across the globe have implemented a swathe 

of initiatives designed to tap into the human and material resources of the private and 

voluntary sectors. Within this context, inter-organizational collaborations have emerged 

as one of the most popular, though controversial modes of bringing cross-sectoral 

expertise to bear on complex social issues (see Hodge and Greve 2009; Kettl 2005).  

Not only are inter-organizational collaborations deemed to be a new organizational form 

capable of meeting the challenges faced by today’s public managers, but their 

increasing use is also attributable to the tangible benefits that they arguably bring to all 

the parties involved in the collaboration (Borys and Jemison 1989; Huxham 1996; 

Pollitt 2003). 

The concept of inter-organizational collaboration has been broadly used (Thomson and 

Perry 2006). Inter-organizational collaboration is reflected in diverse collaborative 

activities: some works have focused on contractual relations among different actors 

(Hodge and Greve, 2007), while others have taken into consideration not only the 

formal aspects of the collaboration but also the informal aspects (Bardach, 1998). For 

instance, Krueathep, Riccucci and Suwanmala (2010) have thrown light on 
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determinants of public collaborative engagement by considering inter-organizational 

collaboration as joint producers of policy programs started by organizations under study 

(Krueathep, Riccucci and Suwanmala, 2010).  

Others, in contrast, have looked at collaboration determinants by taking a broader 

definition of inter-organizational collaboration: defining it as collaborative activities 

(formal and informal) among different actors (McGuire and Silvia, 2010). This has led 

to the use of conclusions from literature reviews that do take into account the different 

starting points. In this respect, some terminology helps to identify the literature that 

guides studies on inter-organizational collaboration. For example, some researchers use 

terms such as ‘collaboration’ (Agranoff and McGuire, 2003; O'Leary and Blomgren, 

2009); while others refer to networks of individuals or organizations linked together 

(O'Toole, 1997; Raab, 2002; Meier and O’Toole, 2003); and others have narrowed their 

definition by looking at ‘partnerships’ (Teisman and Klijn, 2002; Bovaird, 2006; Wang, 

2009). Some researchers even understand collaborations as contractor–provider 

relationships (Brown, Potoski and Van Slyke, 2006). This divergence in the 

consideration of the nature of inter-organizational collaborations can lead to the 

misinterpretation of results that may be contingent on a specific definition of 

collaboration. In other words, what may be true for contractor-provider relationships 

may not work in informal collaborative activities.  

Moreover, literature on public collaborations includes collaborations that are 

only developed among public organizations (O’Toole and Meier, 2004); among public 

and private actors (Simmons, 2003); public and non-profit organizations (Shaw, 2003); 

or including various combinations with non-profit agencies (Bryson, Crosby and Stone, 

2006). The same possible contingency in their findings should be considered when 

regarding actors that participate in collaborations. 



14 
 

 In the present thesis, I use the definition of inter-organizational collaboration 

provided by Thomson (2001) as the definition is a comprehensive approach to the many 

different types of collaborations in which public organizations operate. Thus, 

collaboration is defined as a ‘process in which autonomous actors interact through 

formal and informal negotiation, jointly creating rules and structures governing their 

relationships and ways to act or decide on the issues that brought them together; it is a 

process involving shared norms and mutually beneficial interactions’ (Thomson, 2001). 

Several researches have focused on diverse perspectives of collaboration among 

organizations. Inter-organizational collaboration is commonly defined as short or long-

term voluntary relations between organizations concerning one or more areas of activity 

in which both parties regulate their future conduct ex ante by means of mutual 

forbearance and more or less formally specified contractual mechanisms (Gulati 1998; 

Dacin, Oliver and Roy 2007). These studies have concluded that inter-organizational 

collaborations have important advantages for organizations. Among other benefits, they 

facilitate to alliance engaged organizations the entry into new markets (Garcia-Canal et 

al. 2002); make possible access to unique resources and capabilities (Giulati 1999); 

increase market power (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven 1996); enable the transmission, 

acquisition and exchange of information (Kogut 1991; Mowery, Oxley and Silverman 

1996); reductions in liabilities of foreignness and help overcome government or trade 

barriers (Hagedoorn 1993; Zaheer 1995). 

In the same vein, Anand and Daft (2007) argue that few organizations can go it alone 

under a constant onslaught of financial stress, changing technology, and new 

regulations. In a global economy, organizations have to have the ability to embed on 

profitable collaborations to maximize their main qualities and profit from the qualities 

of other organizations. From the economic perspective of the Transaction Cost Theory 
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(Williamson 1985, 1991), it has been proposed that collaborations are useful to reduce 

business costs (Buckley and Casson 1989). Thus, with globalization and rising 

competition, collaborations became the strategic option of choice (Chalhoub 2007). 

 Despite s long history of the study of multi-firm alliances in management literature, 

public administration scholarship on the formation and management of organizational 

alliances (especially cross-sectoral alliances) has not developed at the same pace 

(Fischbacher and Beaumont 2003). Public management scholars have assessed several 

characteristics of inter-organizational collaborations, such as how different styles of 

leadership will enable better collaboration performance (Huxham and Vangen 2000), or 

how managing conflicts becomes fundamental for achieving results via collaborations 

(Herranz 2008; Saz-Carranza and Ospina 2011).  

Others have provided an overall viewpoint of how collaborations should be managed 

(McGuire 2002). While these studies provide important arguments for understanding 

how collaborations occur and how they should be managed, they only consider some of 

the variables that could affect these organizational forms.  

When inter-organizational collaborations are developed with actors from different 

sectors, the complexity of such arrangements can increase. This is because the 

challenges presented by cooperation across public, private, and nonprofit sectors 

(Bryson, Crosby, and Stone 2006; Klijn and Teisman 2003) may compound those that 

characterize collaborative management in general (Agranoff 2003) as well as those 

identified in business to business alliances (Ring and Van De Ven 1994; Gulati 1998; 

Wood and Gray 1991). Mixing the distinctive environments, goals, structures and 

values of public, private and non-for profit organizations to achieve a common goal 

adds further complexity to the already complex task of alliance management. 
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To better understand how these complex organizational forms can be developed and 

managed I analyzed several aspects of inter-organizational collaborations between 

different sectors. The aim of this thesis is to provide empirical evidence on distinct 

aspects of the management of inter-organizational collaborations; more specifically, on 

the capabilities to develop collaborations, the determinants of the creation of such 

collaborations, and on distinct aspects of the successful development of these 

organizational forms. To this end, I collected evidence from several collaborations in 

Catalonia. 

I first addressed the following research questions: ‘Why do collaborations occur?’ and 

‘What is the manager’s role in the creation of inter-organizational collaborations?’ 

Since the manager is the unit of analysis in this study, it was crucial to examine the role 

of a public manager in Catalan public organizations. This was not an easy task and 

involved extensive research to differentiate public managers from politicians, and 

understand these differences in the Catalan context. This study is summarized in the 

first article of this thesis. 

After identifying the role of public managers, I conducted a survey among the chief 

executives of Catalan public organizations. I used Upper Echelons Theory to assess how 

the personal characteristics of chief executives influence collaboration, while 

controlling for environmental and organizational variables. This study provides 

empirical evidence on the determinants of inter-organizational collaboration within a 

cross sector sample of Catalan public agencies. 

Secondly, I analyzed organizations formed by different sectors and in operation for 

several years: the State Owned Enterprises (SOEs). I took the opportunity of the current 

financial crisis to assess how the interests of different sectors affect the development of 

an organization. The focus was on the Spanish Cajas in this case. These organizations 
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are interesting because they are formed by both private and public actors from the 

national, regional and local levels of the public administration. 

Thirdly, I aimed to better understand how cross-sector collaborations occur. However, 

the focus was not on the public sector, but on the actors on the other side of 

collaborations: non-profit organizations. I conducted a survey among the executive 

boards of Catalan sports clubs to assess how they collaborate with public organizations 

and drew conclusions on how they might enhance the performance of such 

collaborations. 

Finally, I explored what specific outputs could be achieved from organizational 

arrangements in collaborations. For this, I conducted a case study of the Catalan Blood 

and Tissue Bank and assessed how different collaborative arrangements facilitated 

innovation. 

In this thesis, I used both qualitative and quantitative methodologies to better 

understand the complex process of inter-organizational collaborations. In the remainder 

of the thesis, each of the five articles is presented, followed by a general conclusion of 

their findings. 
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General Conclusions and Avenues for Future Research 

The conclusion of this thesis is a reflection of our findings discussed above. The most 

important conclusion is that, when studying inter-organizational collaboration, 

managers do matter. They matter when deciding if collaboration is the best institutional 

choice, when overseeing varying interests of the stakeholders during the process of 

collaboration, and when deciding which organizational form is best to develop 

collaborative ventures.  

Researchers have only recently begun investigating the characteristics and 

impact of managers and management in the context of inter-organizational 

collaborations involving public organizations. Few prior studies shed some light on this 

topic (see, for instance, O'Leary and Blomgren 2009; Agranoff and McGuire 2003; 

Agranoff 2007). The arguments developed in this thesis provide an initial outline for 

future research. Future studies on public management should consider the role of chief 

executives in the success of collaborations. In addition, the effects of different 

management styles on the development of collaborations are inadequately examined. 

The role of managers within collaborations should be a topic of intense academic 

debate. 

Researchers should consider existing works in other fields that address similar 

problems and use psychological, sociological, and core managerial theories to 

empirically test how these works could explain inter-organizational collaborations. One 

of the primary arguments of the present thesis is that, by using Upper Echelons Theory, 

the personal characteristics of chief executives can explain why some organizations 

collaborate. However, a major criticism of this approach is that it only considers proxy 

variables, for example, age, gender, or tenure of chief executives. Future studies in this 
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field should consider how core psychological variables could facilitate in understanding 

why, for example, younger managers are more collaborative than the older ones. 

Future studies on this topic could benefit from employing theories commonly 

used in other fields, thus allowing researchers to adopt a different methodological 

approach. This thesis has presented some qualitative and quantitative evidences on the 

collaboration topic; however, in each of the studies it has been extremely difficult to 

isolate the relation between the problem to be explained and the variables that might 

explain it. Therefore, I believe that several works in the future will benefit from the use 

of experimental designs to draw causalities between a dependent variable and a subset 

of explanatory variables. The results of such studies might enable us to better grasp the 

complex reality of collaborations. 

As empirical evidence emerges on this important new field of enquiry, new 

propositions and hypotheses will undoubtedly be developed on how public management 

theory and practice can best respond to and shape the growing use of inter-

organizational collaborations. Thus, as governments seek new ways to deliver services 

and projects in times of fiscal austerity, studies which systematically examine how best 

to make a success of these emerging organizational forms will undoubtedly be of 

immense theoretical and practical value. 
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