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 Inter-organizational collaboration has been linked to a range of
important outcomes for collaborating organizations. The strategy literature
emphasizes the way in which collaboration between organizations results in the
sharing of critical resources and facilitates knowledge transfer. The learning literature
argues that collaboration not only transfers existing knowledge among organizations,
but also facilitates the creation of new knowledge and produce synergistic solutions.
Finally, research on networks and interorganizational politics suggests that
collaboration can help organizations achieve a more central and influential position
in relation to other organizations. While these effects have been identified and
discussed at some length, little attention has been paid to the relationship between
them and the nature of the collaborations that produce them. In this paper, we
present the results of a qualitative study that examines the relationship between the
effects of interorganizational collaboration and the nature of the collaborations that
produce them. Based on our study of the collaborative activities of a small,
nongovernmental organization (NGO) in Palestine over a four-year period, we argue
that two dimensions of collaboration – embeddedness and involvement – determine
the potential of a collaboration to produce one or more of these effects.

INTRODUCTION

In this paper, we present the results of a study of the effects of interorganizational
collaboration on the collaborating organizations. We explore three types of effects
discussed in the collaboration literature: (a) strategic effects; (b) knowledge creation
effects; and (c) political effects. Based on a qualitative study of eight different col-
laborations initiated by one organization, we present a model of the relationship
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between the characteristics of collaborative relationships and the different effects
that they produce.[1] This model is based on the findings of a qualitative study of
all of the collaborations of one organization that adopted an explicit strategy of
collaboration. Mère et Enfant (Palestine) is a small, nongovernmental organization
(NGO) that provides nutritional services to women and children in Palestine. It
adopted an explicit strategy of collaboration in response to its position as a small,
under-resourced player in the region. As a result, it collaborated in different ways
with a broad range of organizations and, in so doing, produced different strate-
gic, knowledge creation and political effects.

This paper makes two sets of contributions to our understanding of the effects
of interorganizational collaboration. The first set of contributions involves the
integrative approach of our study. As Gulati et al. (2000a, p. 204) argue: ‘this con-
siderable and growing research tradition in the strategic management field attests
to the importance of inter-firm relationships generally within the conversation of
strategic management, and highlights the need for coalescing and focusing the
research in this area’. What is true for the strategy literature is also true more 
generally. While different effects of collaboration have been studied in a variety of
different literatures, involving research on business, government and nonprofit
organizations, and adopting both managerial and critical perspectives, these litera-
tures do not, in most cases, refer to each other. Instead, they have developed into
separate bodies of work through the accumulation of individual studies that each
focus on a particular sub-set of effects. The result is a set of interrelated and over-
lapping literatures, each focusing on different outcomes, but with no systematic
attempt to bring them together. There is, therefore, a need for a broader approach
to studying collaboration. Our paper, accordingly, adopts a more comprehensive
approach than much of the work on collaboration in integrating diverse litera-
tures to identify different kinds of collaborative effects and then empirically 
and systematically exploring them. In this way, we are able to highlight the rela-
tionships that connect them, as well as important tensions that can arise between
them.

The second set of contributions stems from our use of an in-depth, qualitative
research methodology. Although interorganizational collaborations have been
examined widely, few studies provide rigorous, qualitative examinations of the
effects of collaborative processes. Instead, the study of networks and alliances has
been dominated by studies using quantitative descriptions, large samples and sta-
tistical analyses. While such quantitative studies have proved invaluable in fur-
thering our understanding of precise, specific, individual effects of collaboration
and their relationship to a host of other factors, they have not helped us develop
a more comprehensive understanding of what is involved in collaboration. Our
multiple case study design of a number of instances of collaboration by one orga-
nization involves a holistic analysis of collaboration and is similar in approach to
Jehn’s (1997) inductive, qualitative study of conflict in which she provided an inte-

322 C. Hardy et al.

© Blackwell Publishing Ltd 2003



grative model in a mature area of inquiry. In this way, our use of a qualitative
methodology helps us to develop theory that integrates some of the more focused,
detailed studies of specific facets of collaboration and its effects, and to deal with
the nuanced, process elements of collaboration that are not accessible through tra-
ditional quantitative methods.

We present our arguments in four steps. First, we draw on the various collabo-
ration literatures to discuss different effects of interorganizational collaboration.
Based on this discussion, we pose our research questions. Second, we describe the
research site and the methodology we used to study Mère et Enfant[2] and the col-
laborations in which it was involved. Third, we present the results of the analysis
of these cases and develop three propositions regarding the relationship between
particular characteristics of collaboration and the strategic, knowledge creation
and political effects. Finally, we discuss our conclusions.

THE EFFECTS OF COLLABORATION

In this paper, we focus on the effects of interorganizational collaboration. While
a range of different definitions of collaboration exists in the literature, we define
collaboration as a cooperative, interorganizational relationship that is negotiated
in an ongoing communicative process, and which relies on neither market nor hier-
archical mechanisms of control (Heide, 1994; Lawrence et al., 1999; Milne et al.,
1996; Phillips et al., 2002). This definition of collaboration is inclusive enough to
encompass a wide range of collaborative arrangements (e.g., consortium, alliances,
joint ventures, roundtables, networks, associations), and yet provides a set of criti-
cal characteristics that distinguishes it from other forms of interorganizational
activity. Most importantly, it distinguishes collaboration from those interorganiza-
tional relationships that are cooperative, but where cooperation is either pur-
chased, as in a firm’s supplier relationships, or based on some form of legitimate
authority, as in a relationship that might occur between a state regulatory agency
and a firm operating within its jurisdiction (Grant and Baden-Fuller, 1995).

Collaboration has been studied in a wide variety of literatures, each of which
have emphasized different effects (Powell et al., 1996). For example, the strategy
literature (e.g., Afuah, 2000; Dyer and Singh, 1998; Gulati et al., 2000a; Hamel,
1991; Hamel et al., 1989; Hennart, 1988; Teece, 1986; Williamson, 1991) empha-
sizes its role in helping organizations acquire resources and skills that cannot be
produced internally. A similar approach can be found in domain theory (e.g., Gray,
1989; Trist, 1983), which argues that collaboration helps to pool resources and
produce solutions to social problems. Work on learning and innovation (e.g.,
Anand and Khanna, 2000; Larsson et al., 1998; Kale et al., 2002) argues that col-
laboration can facilitate the creation of new knowledge, and not just the transfer
of existing knowledge (e.g., Gulati, 1999; Powell, 1990; Powell et al., 1996). Work
on networks (e.g., Dyer, 1996; Gulati, 1998; Nohria and Eccles, 1992; Wasserman
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and Galaskiewicz, 1994) and social capital (e.g., Bourdieu, 1993; Laclau and
Mouffe, 1985; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998), suggests that collaboration can affect
the structure of interorganizational relationships, making some organizations more
central. Similarly, work that focuses on the political aspects of collaboration (e.g.,
Burt, 1992; Hardy and Phillips, 1998; Knights et al., 1993; Warren et al., 1974)
has shown how it can be an important way of sustaining or increasing influence
over other organizations.

While all these literatures are concerned with the outcomes of collaboration,
each tends to focus on a different kind of effect and different streams of literature
rarely acknowledge each other. In particular, the business literature on alliances,
joint ventures and networks rarely refers to studies of collaboration in the public
and sectors or to the more critically oriented work on the politics of collaboration.
Consequently, in this section, we attempt to integrate these different literatures to
differentiate three broad types of effects, which we refer to as the strategic, knowl-
edge creation and political effects of collaboration.

Strategic Effects of Collaboration

One important effect of collaboration lies in its potential to build organizational
capacities through the transfer or pooling of resources. In the strategy literature,
in particular, many authors argue that a primary rationale for collaboration is the
acquisition of resources through the direct transfer of assets, the sharing of key
equipment, intellectual property, or personnel, and the transfer of organizational
knowledge (Dyer and Singh, 1998; Hamel et al., 1989). From this viewpoint, orga-
nizations are motivated to collaborate in order to acquire resources that they
cannot develop internally, but which are needed to survive in a highly competitive
environment (Powell et at., 1996). Of particular importance are resources that help
the organization develop distinctive capacities (Barney, 1991; Ghemawat, 1986;
Peteraf, 1993; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990). Distinctiveness describes the degree to
which a resource adds value to the organization’s activities in a way that is distinct
from its competitors and difficult to imitate (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990;
Wernerfelt, 1984). To the extent that capacities are distinctive, they form the basis
for core competencies that provide an organization with an enduring competitive
advantage (Porter, 1996; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990). Resources that lead to dis-
tinctive capacities therefore have the most value from a strategic point of view.

Strategic effects refer to the way in which collaboration helps organizations 
to improve their strategic performance by developing an enhanced competitive
advantage (Galaskiewicz and Zaheer, 1999; Gulati et al., 2000b) as a result of a
variety of activities, including sharing resources, developing technological know-
how, sharing knowledge, acquiring new distribution outlets, building a greater
understanding of new markets, and securing access to scarce assets (e.g., Amara,
1990; Dyer, 1996; Gulati et al., 2000a). According to this view, collaboration is
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about working with partners to leverage existing resources of all kinds to provide
maximum strategic benefit. Thus the strategic effects of collaboration are pri-
marily about the pooling and transfer of resources of all kinds.

Research in the not-for-profit sector also effectively adopts a strategic view of
collaboration when it argues that it builds capacities that enable organizations to
address social problems more effectively (e.g., Gray, 1989; Huxham, 1996). In a
parallel manner to the strategy literature, researchers of not-for-profit collabora-
tion argue that it is the pooling of resources and knowledge that leads to the solu-
tion of otherwise insoluble problems (Trist, 1983). The reasons for collaborating
are clear: organizations should collaborate to gain access to combinations of
resources that produce new or improved capabilities that allow organizations to
do things they could not do alone. While these organizations do not face market
pressures, they still compete for funding, clients and government endorsement, and
the acquisition of distinctive resources still has a ‘competitive’ advantage.

In sum, the development of capacities within organizations is an important
potential effect of interorganizational collaboration. The key to these strategic
effects is the extent to which the new capacities are distinctive and consequently
provide a competitive advantage to the organization. Thus, our first research 
question links interorganizational collaboration to organizational capacity 
building.

Research Question 1: What characteristics of collaboration are associated with the
acquisition of distinctive resources?

Knowledge Creation Effects of Collaboration

Many writers have examined how collaboration leads to some form of organiza-
tional learning (e.g., Dodgson, 1996; Inkpen and Crossan, 1995; Kogut, 1988;
Levinson and Asahi, 1995; Lyles, 1988). In some cases, researchers discuss such
learning in terms of knowledge sharing and transfer (e.g., Dyer and Nobeoka,
2000; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 1995; Kale et al., 2000; Mowery et al., 1996). In
this case, collaboration helps organizations ‘to better utilize strategic alliances as
vehicles for learning new technologies and skills from their alliance partners’ (Lei
and Slocum, 1992, p. 81). In this case, learning in a collaboration is about learn-
ing from a partner and the collaboration has served its purpose once the necessary
organizational knowledge has been successfully transferred.

But while collaboration can facilitate the transfer of existing knowledge from
one organization to another, it can also create new knowledge that neither of the
collaborators previously possessed (e.g., Gulati, 1999; Mowery et al., 1996). The
importance of knowledge creation has, in particular, been noted by researchers
who have studied innovation in inter-firm alliances from a social constructivist per-
spective (Powell et al., 1996). This stream of literature grows out of a theoretical
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perspective that sees knowledge as a property of communities of practice (Brown
and Duguid, 1991; Hendry, 1996; Larsson et al., 1998) or networks of collabo-
rating organizations (Powell and Brantley, 1992), rather than as resource that can
be generated and possessed by individuals.

Knowledge creation occurs in the context of a community, one that is fluid and
evolving rather than tightly bound or static . . . Sources of innovation do not
reside exclusively inside firms; instead, they are commonly found in the inter-
stices between firms, universities, research laboratories, suppliers and customers.
(Powell et al., 1996, p. 121)

In other words, networks of collaborating organizations are an important source
of knowledge creation. Moreover, knowledge is not simply a resource that can be
transferred from organization to organization; rather, new knowledge grows out
of the sort of ongoing social interaction that occurs in ongoing collaborations.

Following the work of Powell et al. (1996) we believe that it is useful to differ-
entiate between knowledge transfer, which we categorize as a strategic effect, and
the knowledge creation effects of collaboration. From the perspective of the knowl-
edge creation view, the more collaborative ties an organization has, and the greater
the diversity of its partners, the more likely it will be successful at generating new
knowledge (Powell et al., 1996; Simonin, 1997). Collaboration thus emerges from
a series of ongoing, informal and unplanned relationships (Hakansson, 1990; Von
Hippel, 1988). This approach challenges some of the strategic work that empha-
sizes the importance of a formal agreement with clearly identified goals, highly
rational partner selection criteria, specified controls for monitoring performance,
and a clear understanding of the termination arrangements (Powell et al., 1996).

In summary, this body of literature sees collaboration as somewhat different
from the strategic literature. Collaboration is not a means of compensating for the
lack of internal skills, nor is it a series of discrete transactions; rather it is a source
of ongoing, synergistic partnering leading to knowledge creation (Powell et al.,
1996). This leads to a second research question regarding the relationship between
the nature of collaboration and the likelihood of knowledge creation, versus 
strategic, effects.

Research Question 2: What characteristics of collaboration are associated with the
creation of knowledge?

The Political Effects of Collaboration

Network theory (e.g., Burt, 1982; Nohria and Eccles, 1992; Wasserman and
Galaskiewicz, 1994) conceptualizes organizations as embedded (Dacin et al., 1999;
Granovetter, 1985; Kogut, 2000; Rowley et al., 2000) in networks of linkages,
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which both facilitate and constrain their actions and shape their interests (Nohria
and Gulati, 1992). Proponents of a network perspective argue that the most 
significant aspect of an organization’s environment is the set of other 
organizations with which it interacts and the pattern of relationships among 
them. As Barley et al. (1992, p. 313) argue: ‘not only are the organizations 
suspended in multiple, complex, and overlapping webs of relationships, the webs
are likely to exhibit structural patterns that are invisible from the standpoint of a
single organization caught in the tangle’. These structural patterns, and the posi-
tions of organizations within them, have a significant impact on the degree to
which organizations are able to control their own actions and influence those 
of others.

A critical aspect of an organization’s location in a network is its centrality – the
degree to which it is directly and indirectly connected to other organizations and
the degree to which other organizations are connected through it. Galaskiewicz
(1979, p. 151) argued that centrality is important because organizational power is
not so much a function of its direct control of resources, but rather, ‘the set of
resources that actors [can] mobilize through their existing set of social relation-
ships’. Bourdieu (1977, 1986, 1993) has examined in some depth the relationship
between positions in fields and the resources that accrue to the occupants of those
positions. He argues that fields ‘present themselves synchronically as structured
spaces of positions (or posts) whose properties depend on the position within these
spaces’ (1993, p. 72). For Bourdieu (1986), the position of an actor within a field
is associated with specific forms and amounts of capital (economic, social and cul-
tural), which, like the idea of centrality in network analysis, allow actors to direct
their own lives and influence others. The idea of positions endowing occupants
with power and influence is also prominent in Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) analy-
sis of hegemony. Within interorganizational networks, nodal points exist from
where actors not only control the flow of critical resources, and especially infor-
mation, but also shape the meanings attached to those resources (also see Callon
(1986) on obligatory passage points).

Collaborations necessarily change the network of interactions between organi-
zations for the duration of the collaborative relationship. However, the effects of
the collaboration may be much broader than the single collaborative relationship
and may endure beyond the life of the collaboration. For instance, a collaboration
may generate ties between organizations that are not directly involved in the col-
laboration or change the broad pattern of resource and information flows 
across the network. Therefore the network transformation effects of a collabora-
tion may be much greater than the addition of a single link between two or 
more collaborating organizations for a finite period. Consequently the effects 
of a collaboration on the network position of an organization may vary signifi-
cantly (see, for example, Dyer, 1996; Gulati, 1998; Wasserman and Galaskiewicz,
1994).
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Work that adopts a political perspective on interorganizational relations has also
pointed out that one advantage of collaboration can be the acquisition of power
and influence (e.g., Knights et al., 1993). Particularly when partners have differ-
ent goals, values and beliefs (Waddock, 1989) and when the distribution of power
between them is unequal (Gray and Hay, 1986), collaboration may be a means to
protect specific organizational interests. For example, more powerful stakeholders
may force collaboration on weaker players to control them; or they may cooper-
ate with other powerful allies to prevent opponents from reconstituting the field
or domain in which they operate (Hall and Spencer-Hall, 1982; Hasenfeld and
Chesler, 1989; Rose and Black, 1985; Warren et al., 1974). In other words, col-
laboration may represent moves by organizations to protect their privileged posi-
tions and disadvantage other organizations (Gricar and Brown, 1981; Hardy and
Phillips, 1998).

In sum, the political effects of collaboration are a potentially important
outcome. Organizations may engage in collaboration to increase their centrality
and the degree of their influence over other organizations. Our third research
question addresses this relationship between collaboration and influence.

Research Question 3: What characteristics of collaboration are associated with
changes in interorganizational influence?

METHODOLOGY

We chose to investigate the question of the effects of collaboration through a 
qualitative study of the collaborative activities of Mère et Enfant (Palestine).
We adopted a qualitative, multi-case comparative research design based on our
primary aim of theory development. The use of a qualitative methodology was
intended to provide rich data that could facilitate the generation of theoretical cat-
egories that could not have been derived satisfactorily from existing theory (Van
Maanen, 1979). In comparing across cases, the unit of analysis on which we
focused was the collaboration, rather than the organization: we examined multi-
ple instances of collaboration by a single organization in order to assess the impact
of different characteristics of collaboration without the confounding impact of
organizational characteristics. In developing and implementing this research
design, a central goal was to achieve a rigorous and transparent methodology from
which the logic of the resulting grounded theory could clearly be traced. In order
to achieve this rigour and transparency, our data analysis focuses on systematic
coding and cross-case comparison, rather than on the more traditional qualitative
approaches that emphasize the presentation and interpretation of extended nar-
ratives (e.g., Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Mère et Enfant is an international NGO that operates in a number of differ-
ent countries. Its headquarters are located in Europe, and it is funded primarily
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by its home country’s government. Its charter commits the organization to work
on behalf of the neediest of the world’s children, regardless of gender, race,
nationality or other considerations. It works with children as members of families
within the community rather than as individuals, emphasizing prevention and
education. It is committed to sharing its knowledge and to empowering the com-
munity it serves.

Our interest is in one particular ‘branch’ of Mère et Enfant – Mère et Enfant
(Palestine) – that operates in the West Bank and Gaza (although for the sake of
brevity, we will refer to the branch as Mère et Enfant for the remainder of the
paper). The emphasis in this region is on child nutrition: the reduction of infant
mortality; the improvement of the nutritional status of children; the provision of
nutritional rehabilitation to malnourished children; and the raising of awareness
of the importance of good nutrition. It treats children directly by providing
medical and nutritional services in clinics in the West Bank and Gaza and uses an
outreach programme to provide services in rural communities. It provides train-
ing to health care professionals in such areas as diarrhoea management, breast-
feeding, and safe weaning. It conducts research into the nutritional status and food
security and other matters related to the health of Palestinian children. Finally, it
provides information and education about nutrition and poverty.

Data Collection

Our primary contact during the data collection process was the manager of Mère
et Enfant. The manager is an expatriate employee who manages the 60 individu-
als employed by Mère et Enfant in this region, all of whom are Palestinian except
for one British nutritionist. Since taking up his position in 1993, the manager 
of Mère et Enfant had embarked on an explicit strategy of collaboration with 
a variety of organizations. While these collaborations (see Table I for summaries)
differed in terms of their magnitude and impact, together they formed a 
broad strategy encompassing a collaborative orientation that was intended to
enhance Mère et Enfant’s ability to raise funds and deliver services related to 
nutrition.

We began our study with an exploratory visit to Palestine by one of the authors
and an introductory interview with the manager to ascertain the extent of col-
laborative activity in which the organization was involved and to secure his agree-
ment to participate in the study. This was followed up by a second, longer interview
with the manager to provide the necessary background information on Mère et
Enfant and an overview of the individual collaborations. Then, two of the authors
travelled to Palestine for two weeks during which most of the interviews were
carried out. On our arrival in Palestine, we began with another long interview
with the manager and visits to each of the offices of Mère et Enfant in 
Bethlehem, Hebron and Gaza. He also made available a range of documentation
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including memos, organizational newsletters, organizational charts, year-end
reports, minutes of meetings, funding proposals, and many other documents.

In addition to the manager, we also interviewed employees in the organization,
members of the advisory board of Mère et Enfant, relevant members of the Pales-
tinian National Authority; and some Palestinian managers in the organization.
Once we had a clear idea of the history and current activities of the organization
we began to investigate the collaborations in which the organization was involved.
With the help of the manager, we arranged interviews with at least one represen-
tative, who played an active role in the collaboration, of each of the organizations
that had collaborated with Mère et Enfant since the manager’s arrival. Interviews
were conducted in English, lasted between one and two hours, were semi-
structured, recorded and transcribed. We conducted one interview by telephone
as the representative was not in the country at the time of our visit. The inter-
views focused on the history and the outcomes of the collaboration for the par-
ticipants and for the institutional field. We also collected a range of documents
from our interviewees in order to better understand their organizations and the
nature of the collaborations with Mère et Enfant. We concluded the field trip with
a summary interview with the manager.

Data Analysis

The data analysis for this article consisted of three stages: (1) developing sum-
maries of each collaboration; (2) coding the summaries for the characteristics and
effects of collaboration; and (3) analysing the pattern of relationships among the
conceptual categories.

In the first stage of the data analysis, we developed a summary of each collab-
oration that Mère et Enfant was engaged in over a four year period (Eisenhardt
and Bourgeois, 1988).[3] These summaries were based on all of the raw data col-
lected for each collaboration (i.e., interviews and archival documentation). From
this data, we constructed a chronological description of each collaboration,
describing how it came about, when it happened, who was involved, and its major
outcomes. We confirmed that we had understood events correctly by checking the
summaries with the manager of Mère et Enfant. We used these descriptions as a
basis for more focused summaries, in which we reorganized the information
around the themes central to this paper – the characteristics and effects of col-
laboration. The resulting summaries constituted descriptions that thoroughly
covered the relevant characteristics of the collaborations and their effects.

The second stage of analysis involved coding each summary with respect to its
characteristics and effects. This was a highly iterative procedure (Glaser and
Strauss, 1967) that involved moving between the summaries, existing theory, and
the raw data. From the summaries, we initially advanced first order descriptions
(Van Maanen, 1979) based on broad categories that were developed from the
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theory. For example, we characterized the different collaborations to the extent to
which they generated new practices, technologies and rules or built sustainable and
distinctive capacities, using existing categories from institutional theory and strate-
gic management. We then refined these categories by tracing patterns and con-
sistencies (e.g., Bailyn, 1977; Mintzberg, 1979): we scrutinized interviews and
documentation, and revised and elaborated our initial ideas, as additional evidence
suggested modifications or elimination. The analysis continued with this interplay
between the data and the emerging patterns until the patterns were refined into
adequate conceptual categories (Bailyn, 1977; Eisenhardt, 1989; Sutton and 
Callahan, 1987). We refined the categories and developed more specific concep-
tual codes to capture the key commonalties and differences across the collabora-
tions. Following Miles and Huberman (1984) and Sutton and Callahan (1987), we
provide cross-case display tables to present similarities and differences in the con-
ceptual categories across cases (Table II below). We concluded this stage of the
data analysis by checking our coding and analysis with the manager of Mère et
Enfant to ensure that the various categories and codings were consistent with his
recollection and understanding of events.

The third stage of the data analysis involved a cross-case, comparative analysis
to examine the relationships among the theoretical categories. Specifically, we were
interested in the relationships between the characteristics of collaboration and its
effects. As part of this process, we used the constant comparative method (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967) to modify and simplify the conceptual categories, constructed
in stage two, to create simpler, more robust categories that could be more clearly
related to one another. Based on the patterns evident in our stage two analysis, we
collapsed the various categories describing characteristics of collaboration into two
broader dimensions, which we refer to as involvement and embeddedness, and rated
each collaboration as low, medium or high on each. Finally, we rated each col-
laboration as either high, medium or low on each of the three effects – strategic,
knowledge creation and political. The results allowed us to discern patterns linking
the characteristics and effects of collaboration, the details of which are explained
in more detail in the following section.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this section, we first develop a set of dimensions that describe the characteris-
tics of Mère et Enfant’s collaborations. We then explore the various effects of these
collaborations, and develop theoretical propositions that relate those effects to the
characteristics of collaboration.

Characteristics of Collaboration

In order to examine the characteristics of collaboration, we build on our earlier
work (Lawrence et al., 2002) where we applied DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) work
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on structuration to develop three dimensions that differentiated Mère et Enfant’s
collaborations. The three dimensions were: (1) the pattern of interactions among
collaborating organizations; (2) the structure of the coalition formed by collabo-
rating partners; and (3) the pattern of information-sharing among 
collaborating partners. We applied these three dimensions to the empirical data
(see Table II for a summary).

First, collaboration, by its very nature, involves interactions between collaborating
organizations (e.g., Huxham, 1996), and it sometimes embodies new interactions
between collaborating participants and other parties outside the collaboration itself
(Lawrence and Hardy, 1999). In examining each collaboration, we identified dif-
ferences in the depth and scope of interaction. The depth of interactions ranged from
shallow, where interactions were restricted to the Mère et Enfant manager and his
counterpart, to deep, where the interactions extended to other personnel from Mère
et Enfant and the collaborating organization. The scope of interactions ranged from
narrow, where Mère et Enfant interacted only with its collaborating partner to broad,
where Mère et Enfant interacted with third parties during the collaboration.

Second, collaboration involves a variety of structures in terms of the new coali-
tions that may be formed. This aspect of collaboration has been noted, for
example, in the literature on strategic alliances and joint ventures (Buckley and
Casson, 1988; Hennart 1991; Kogut, 1991) and on government and voluntary
sectors (e.g., Hardy and Phillips, 1998). In analyzing Mère et Enfant’s collabora-
tive structures, we found the case of transactions, where the collaboration did not
involve a new coalition but, instead, resources were pooled or transferred among
Mère et Enfant and its partners. In the case of partnerships, the collaboration was
characterized by a new coalition in which Mère et Enfant and its partner worked
together to carry out particular activities. Third, in the case of representation, the
collaboration involved a new coalition in which the collaborating organizations
represented each other’s interests to outside parties.

Third, interorganizational collaboration allows organizations to exchange infor-
mation and learn about the links and commonalties among them (e.g., Gray, 1989;
Hamel et al., 1989; Inkpen and Crossan, 1995; Levinson and Asahi, 1995). From
the collaborative activities of Mère et Enfant, we identified three patterns of infor-
mation flow: unidirectional, where one of the collaborating organizations learned
from the other; bi-directional, where all collaborating partners learned from each
other; and multi-directional, where collaborating organizations and third parties
learned from each other.

We were then able to identify two aggregate dimensions to capture particular
patterns in the nature of interactions, coalitions and information flows (see Table
II). First, focusing on the internal dynamics – the ways in which the participating
organizations related to each other – we classified collaborations with (1) deep
interactions, (2) partnerships, and (3) bilateral information flows as having high
levels of involvement among collaborating partners. For example, in the collabora-
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tion with Médecins sans Frontièrs, a number of personnel from both organiza-
tions worked together. The organizations partnered to provide a multi-faceted
approach to nutritional problems. Information flowed between the organizations
as they learned from each other about the need for this service and how best to
provide it. In other words, the two organizations were closely involved with each
other as part of this collaboration.

Altogether, six collaborations exhibited deep interactions, partnerships, and 
bi-directional flows and were categorized as having high levels of involvement.
Conversely, the collaborations with Oxfam and Pharmaciens sans Frontièrs exhib-
ited none of these characteristics. For example, interactions with Pharmaciens sans
Frontièrs were confined to two managers; there was no sharing of personnel; and
Mère et Enfant learned little from its partner that it did not already know. These
collaborations were characterized as having low levels of involvement.

Second, focusing on the external aspects – the degree to which the collabora-
tion was enmeshed in interorganizational relationships – we characterized 
collaborations with (1) interactions with third parties, (2) representation and (3)
multi-directional information flows as being highly embedded (Granovetter, 1985).
In contrast to involvement, this dimension highlights the connection between the
collaboration and the broader interorganizational network. For example, in the
collaboration with Care International, the pattern of interactions was broad in 
the sense that it involved a third party, the Australian Embassy, as Care Interna-
tional intervened with the Embassy to secure the grant that funded the project. A
new coalition was established as Mère et Enfant secured representation from Care
– a much larger and well-known organization – in its dealings with the Embassy.
Information flows increased in a multi-directional manner when, as a result of the
collaboration, not only Care, but also the Australian Embassy, learned about Mère
et Enfant’s work with women and children, as well as its expertise in accessing
women in rural communities.

In total, three collaborations exhibited all these characteristics, and were 
classified as having high embeddedness. Four collaborations exhibited none of
these characteristics and were classified as having low embeddedness. For example,
interactions in the collaboration with the World Food Program were confined to
the two organizations: the two organizations worked in partnership but neither
took on a representational role for the other, and while information flowed between
the two organizations, it did not spread to third parties. Finally, the UNICEF col-
laboration exhibited broad interactions and multi-directional flows, but did not
involve any representation, and was categorized as medium embeddedness.

The Effects of Collaboration

In this section, we examine the relationship between the degree of involvement
and embeddedness of each collaboration and the nature of the effects of the 
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collaboration. In this way we are able to develop a set of propositions linking 
collaboration to particular effects.

Strategic effects. Powell et al. (1996) point out that the effects of collaboration 
are strategic when they enable organizations to secure resources that cannot be
developed internally. Hamel et al. (1989) have emphasized the importance of
acquiring resources that are distinctive and cannot easily be imitated, enabling the
organization to differentiate itself from its competitors. In analysing the degree to
which the collaborations produced strategic effects, we therefore focused on the
degree to which distinctive resources were acquired, improving the ability of col-
laborating partners to carry out their ‘core’ business. So, for example, transferring
skills in areas related to nutrition, counselling, and food distribution was counted
as distinctive as far as Mère et Enfant’s was concerned since they increased the
organization’s capacity to carry out its mission of improving the nutrition of
children in the region. In contrast, resources such as funds or buildings which,
while important, were not considered distinctive and, hence, not strategic.

We rated six collaborations as high on strategic effects since they involved the
acquisition of distinctive resources. For example, the collaborations with Medécins
sans Frontièrs, Care International, UNICEF and the Oslo academics all trans-
ferred skills related to nutrition from the collaborating partner to Mère et Enfant.
The collaborations with Peace on Earth and the World Food Program transferred
distinctive skills from Mère et Enfant to their partners, which helped them 
carry out their work. In contrast, two collaborations – Oxfam and Pharmaciens
sans Frontièrs provided Mère et Enfant with resources – funding and medicine –
that were important but which did not enhance either partner’s distinctive com-
petencies. Consequently, we classified these collaborations as low on strategic
effects.

If we examine the relationship between strategic effects and the involvement
and embeddedness associated with the collaborations, we see the following. High
strategic affects are associated with high involvement and low, medium and high
embeddedness. Low strategic effects are associated with low involvement and low
embeddedness. Based on this pattern, it appears that the level of involvement
among collaborators is the key dimension, while the level of embeddedness seems
to have no significant effect on the strategic effects of collaboration. We suggest
that involvement is necessary for ‘first order’ learning, allowing collaborating 
partners to identify key resources and transfer knowledge that will enhance their
core competencies and distinctive advantage. This relationship is summarized in
the following proposition.

Proposition 1: Collaborations that have high levels of involvement will be 
positively associated with the acquisition of distinctive resources (strategic
effects).
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Knowledge creation effects. As Powell et al. (1996) have pointed out, the acquisition of
resources and transfer of knowledge between collaborating partners is different
from the creation of new knowledge. Knowledge creation occurs in the context of
a community: it is not located so much inside organizations but rather between
them. Accordingly, our analysis of knowledge creation focused on the degree to
which Mère et Enfant’s collaborations produced new knowledge and practices that
diffused beyond the boundaries of the collaboration. High knowledge creation
effects were associated with one collaboration – the Oslo academics – because new
knowledge was diffused through multiple organizations and shaped the nature of
nutritional policy. We categorized five collaborations as medium in terms of knowl-
edge creation effects because new knowledge was diffused through one partner.
For example, new knowledge and practices concerning the training of local 
Palestinians were acquired by Peace on Earth as a result of its collaboration with
Mère et Enfant. This new knowledge was subsequently diffused by Peace on Earth
in a subsequent collaboration with a local NGO involved in hydrology. Two col-
laborations failed to produce new knowledge and, as a result, were classified as
low on knowledge creation.

If we examine the relationship between knowledge creation and the level of
involvement and the degree of embeddedness, we see the following. First, low
knowledge creation is associated with both low levels of involvement and low levels
of embeddedness. Second, high knowledge creation is associated with high levels
of involvement and embeddedness. Third, medium knowledge creation is associ-
ated with high levels of involvement and low, medium and high embeddedness.
We suggest that both involvement and embeddedness are important for knowledge
creation: high involvement facilitates the interorganizational learning necessary 
to create new knowledge, while embeddedness facilitates the transmission of this
knowledge beyond the boundaries of the collaborative relationship to distribute
learning more widely in the community. This relationship is summarized in the
following proposition.

Proposition 2: Collaborations that have high levels of involvement and high levels
of embeddedness will be positively associated with the creation of knowledge
(knowledge creation effects).

Political effects. Powell et al. (1996) argue that organizations must learn how to locate
themselves in the central network positions that enable them to keep pace with
competitive developments. This view draws our attention to the political effects of
collaboration. Organizations may therefore engage in collaboration to increase
their influence over other organizations (e.g., Hardy and Phillips, 1998). In
analysing the political effects of each collaboration, we were interested in the way
in which the collaboration increased the influence that partners had on the broader
interorganizational relations of which they were a part.
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In four cases, the collaboration produced no enduring change in interorgani-
zational relationships. We labelled these four cases as low in terms of political
effects. In the remaining four cases, the collaboration produced new relationships
between Mère et Enfant, but in different ways. In the case of Peace on Earth,
Mère et Enfant was connected to a third party – the Japanese Embassy – but only
through its partner since Peace on Earth was needed on an ongoing basis to 
represent its interests. So while Mère et Enfant gained access to a potential new
donor, its ability to influence this organization depended very much on the 
continued good will of its partner. We categorized these effects as medium. In 
three cases, the collaboration produced ongoing direct access to third parties,
independently of its relationship to its partner. So, for example, as a result of the
collaboration with Care International, Mère et Enfant was able to access the 
Australian Embassy directly; in the case of the Oslo collaboration, Mère et Enfant
continued to influence the Ministry and other NGOs, even after the Oslo acade-
mics had returned home. In the case of the UNICEF collaboration, Mère et
Enfant secured ongoing access to two hospitals, the Australian Embassy and the
British Consulate.

If we examine the relationship between the political effects and the charac-
teristics of the collaborations, we see the following. First, high political effects are
associated with high involvement and high and medium embeddedness. Second,
low political effects are associated with low or high involvement and low embed-
dedness. Third, medium political effects are associated with high involvement and
high embeddedness. Since high levels of involvement are associated with low,
medium and high political effects, involvement does not significantly change the
degree of political influence. In contrast, high/medium political effects are asso-
ciated with high/medium embeddedness, which seems to be a necessary, if not
sufficient, condition to increase the influence of the organization in the local
network. These relationships are summarized in the following proposition.

Proposition 3: Collaborations that are highly embedded will be positively 
associated with increases in influence (political effects).

CONCLUSION

Based on the findings of our study of Mère et Enfant, we have argued that col-
laborations produce the strategic, knowledge creation, and influence effects pre-
dicted in the literature, but also that not all collaborations produce all three effects.
There are important differences in the characteristics of the different collabora-
tions that produce these effects. These differences, which we have summarized as
involvement and embeddedness, are associated with the three types of effects in
particular ways. Collaborations that are both involved and embedded are more
likely to be associated with knowledge creation effects; those that are only involved
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are more likely to be associated with strategic effects; those that are only embed-
ded are more likely to be associated with political effects.

Two limitations of the study need to be addressed. First, our data were based
partly on retrospective accounts of the collaborations, which make it more diffi-
cult to examine some of the dynamics of the collaboration, particularly those that
may be contentious or prone to reconstruction after the fact. To address this, we
focused on aspects of the collaborations and their effects that are more easily
recounted in an objective fashion (e.g., the individuals with whom there was
contact, the activities engaged in), rather than the motives or perceptions of the
participants at the time. The second limitation involves the focus on a small 
NGO operating in Palestine, which may invite questions of generalizability.
Collaboration in the West Bank and Gaza undoubtedly has its own peculiarities
stemming from the intense political, social and physical demands of the location
that may interact significantly with the dynamics of an under-resourced NGO.
But, while there is a need for further research to test the propositions in different
settings, there is no a priori reason to suggest that the model would not be more
widely applicable. While not-for-profit organizations do not compete in the tradi-
tional sense, they do compete for funding, for clients and for government approval.
Given these similarities between voluntary and business sectors, there is no reason
why businesses would not benefit from collaboration in a similar way to Mère et
Enfant.

Our study has a number of implications. First, it makes the important obser-
vation that there are inescapable tensions between knowledge creation and strate-
gic effects. Being highly involved leads to strategic effects, but being simultaneously
highly embedded leads to knowledge creation effects. The reason for this is clear
from our research: while being embedded and involved produces new knowledge,
it is also an inherently ‘leaky’ kind of collaboration where the strategic benefits of
the new knowledge are often quickly transmitted to other members of the network.
The network as a whole may therefore be highly innovative and competitive, but
this may be at the expense of individual organizations who are forced to ‘share’
this knowledge. This has important implications for managers: if they collaborate
to gain strategic advantage, then they may limit new knowledge; if they collabo-
rate to maximize knowledge creation, they will not necessarily maximize strategic
effects (cf., Brown and Hendry, 1997/1998), although the collaboration may func-
tion to make one knowledge creation alliance more competitive than another.

Second, our findings also challenge some of the conventional wisdom about
establishing a successful collaboration. From the strategy perspective, successful
collaborations have clear goals, partner selection criteria, performance monitor-
ing and termination arrangements. They are also discrete events, carefully cir-
cumscribed to protect competitive advantage and safeguard against opportunistic
partners. The knowledge creation view, in contrast, suggests that the advantages
of collaboration extend beyond any formal contract and that the greatest innova-
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tion may emerge from ongoing, informal and unplanned relationships. The impor-
tant point is that there are tradeoffs between different kinds of effects and what
forms of collaboration are most appropriate for a particular situation requires that
tradeoffs be made. Some firms may be tempted to opt for strategic effects and
protect their competitive advantage but, as Powell et al. (1996) have pointed 
out, this may be a particularly shortsighted view in industries where knowledge is
rapidly changing. In the longer term, organizations in these ‘knowledge-based’
industries may be better advised to collaborate for knowledge creation. This
tension is equally relevant to voluntary organizations: if the aim is to empower
communities and resolve intractable, ill-defined social problems, then surely the
aim should be to collaborate for knowledge creation.

Third, our study also has important methodological implications in that it
demonstrates the utility of fine-grained, qualitative approaches to the study of
interorganizational relationships. Much of the contemporary research has been
dominated by large-scale, quantitative methods that track extensive networks
across an industry over time. There is, however, also much to be gained from exam-
ining more localized dynamics that can be dealt with in a more intensive fashion.
Furthermore, we have tried to demonstrate that the use of qualitative research
methods does not necessarily mean abandoning a systematic and transparent
approach to data analysis. By carefully and rigorously analysing multiple case
studies, important insights can be gained which are inaccessible by more quanti-
tative methods. For example, our findings are useful in clarifying exactly what
aspects of collaboration are important and in providing a richer understanding 
of what they mean for managers interested in establishing collaborations. While
the literature has indicated that ‘intense’ collaborations are more likely to produce
learning, this study provides some insight as to how such collaborations might be
set up to achieve such intensity, i.e., with deep interactions that engage a number
of employees from different organizations working together, a partnership between
collaborating partners, and strong flows of information between organizations.
Similarly, while the network literature suggests that collaborations should increase
‘centrality’, this study shows that this can be achieved by broad interactions, third
party involvement and multi-lateral information flows. It also indicates that
increasing influence can be achieved not merely by increasing the number of ties
to collaborating partners, but by establishing collaborations that produce direct,
enduring connections to third party organizations.

Finally, by providing insight into the relationship between particular kinds of
collaboration and a range of collaborative effects, the study suggests that a more
holistic approach to the study of interorganizational collaboration is necessary.
Researchers have tended to consider different types of collaborations, and differ-
ent types of collaborative outcomes, largely in isolation. Our results point to the
importance of developing a better understanding of the range of effects that col-
laboration can have, of the relationship between different kinds of effects, and of
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the particular dimensions of collaboration that may produce these effects. More
work is needed to integrate the different streams of literature and develop a more
integrated and in-depth understanding of collaboration.

NOTES

*The authors wish to acknowledge the financial support of the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada, les Fonds pour la Formation des Chercheurs et l’Aide à la Recherche
of Quebec and the University of Melbourne in carrying out this research.
[1] This study is an extension of Lawrence, Hardy and Phillips (2002) that explores the institutional

effects of collaboration.
[2] Mère et Enfant is a pseudonym; collaborating organizations are referred to by their real names.
[3] We excluded only one case where an attempt to collaborate was never realized, on the grounds

that it did not constitute a collaboration. We are not interested in what makes collaboration 
successful in this paper, but in the effects of successful collaborations.
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