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Notice of  Use of  Material, 
December 2018

The material in the Annual Review of Social Partnerships may be used as 
assigned course material in academic institutions or corporate leaning and 
training materials in businesses, as long as they reference fully and appropriately 
all the material by attributing the appropriate authors(s).
The content may be used in electronic reserves, electronic course packs, syllabi 
links or by any other means of incorporating the content into course resources.
Indicative reference: Glozer, S. 2018. Casting the Spotlight on Human 
Exploitation: The Light and Dark Sides of Big Data. Annual Review of Social 
Partnerships, 13, 103-105.
In case of any questions about the Annual Review of Social Partnerships please 
contact  mmayseitanidi (at) yahoo.com

Copyright for all material used within this publication remains property of the original creator.
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01. GREG CHANT-HALL is Head of Sustaina-
bility at Skanska Infrastructure Development. 
Greg is a passionate sustainability leader with 
over 20 years’ experience delivering sustaina-
ble solutions in the built environment sector. 
He is a huge advocate of common sense, and 
has most recently become an accredited pro-
fessional for the WELL Building Standard, link-
ing green buildings with health and wellbe-
ing of those that use them. Greg loves collab-
orating with partners, and enjoys lecturing, 
training and generally working with people 
who want to make a difference.

02. THOMAS DONALDSON is the Mark O. 
Winkelman Professor at the Wharton School 
of the University of Pennsylvania. He has 
written broadly in the area of business ethics, 
values, and corporate governance. He was 
Chairman of the Social Issues in Manage-
ment Division of the Academy of Manage-
ment (2007-2008) and Associate Editor of the 
Academy of Management Review from 2002-
2007. He has consulted and lectured at many 
organizations, including the Business Round-
table, Goldman Sachs, the United Nations, 
Johnson & Johnson, KPMG, Ernst & Young, 
IBM, and BP. 

03. R. EDWARD FREEMAN is University 
Professor, Elis and Signe Olsson Professor, Ac-
ademic Director of the Business Roundtable 
Institute for Corporate Ethics, the Institute for 
Business in Society, and Senior Fellow of the 
Olsson Center for Applied Ethics at the Uni-
versity of Virginia Darden School of Business. 
His latest book Stakeholder Theory: The State 
of the Art follows from Freeman’s award-win-
ning book Strategic Management: A Stake-
holder Approach, in which he suggests that 
businesses build their strategy around their 
relationships with key stakeholders. 

04. BARBARA GRAY is Professor and Ex-
ecutive Programs Faculty Fellow Emerita in 
the Smeal College of Business at Penn State 
University where she was also Director of the 
Center for Research in Conflict and Negotia-
tion. She has four books and over 100 articles 
on organizational and environmental con-
flict, sense making and institutional process-
es in collaborative partnerships published in 
such journals such as Administrative Science 
Quarterly, Academy of Management Journal, 
Academy of Management Review, Organiza-
tion Science and JABS. She has been the re-
cipient of two professional lifetime achieve-
ment awards (from CSSI and IACM).

05. ANS KOLK is a Full Professor at the Uni-
versity of Amsterdam Business School, the 
Netherlands. Her research has focused on 
corporate responsibility and sustainability in 
relation to international business firms, and 
their interactions with local, national, and in-
ternational stakeholders. She has published 
numerous articles in international journals, 
as well as book chapters, and also books. 
In 2009, she received the Aspen Institute 
Faculty Pioneer European Award (Lifetime 
Achievement Award). For more information, 
see htttp://www.anskolk.eu. 

06. PETER NEERGAARD is Professor Emiri-
tus in CSR, Copenhagen Business School. He 
has extensively surveyed cross sector part-
nerships in a Danish context seen from the 
point of view of NGOs. He has been a pro 
bono adviser to NGOs in forming partner-
ships. His other research interests are com-
munication of CSR and CSR in global supply 
chains. 

07. MATTHEW TAYLOR has been Chief 
Executive of the RSA (Royal Society for the 
encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and 
Commerce) in the United Kingdom since 
2006. Prior to this appointment, he was Chief 
Adviser on Political Strategy to the Prime 
Minister, and Director of the Institute for 
Public Policy Research between 1999 and 
2003. He has extensive experience in politics, 
public policy and organisational leadership. 
He championed and helped design a major 
national engagement process in 2003/4 (the 
Big Conversation) and has long standing in-
terest in civic interaction, social networks and 
citizen-centred public service reform.

08. ROB VAN TULDER is Professor of Inter-
national Business-Society Management at 
Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus 
University (RSM). He is the Founder and Aca-
demic Director of the Partnerships Resource 
Centre (PrC), an expert centre bringing to-
gether leading NGOs, firms and governments 
in the study and management of cross-sec-
tor partnerships for the social good. He has 
published extensively on the topics of part-
nerships, international business and multi-
nationals, supply chain management, and 
corporate social responsibility. 

09. SANDRA WADDOCK is Galligan Chair of 
Strategy, Carroll School Scholar of Corporate 
Responsibility, and Professor of Management 
at Boston College’s Carroll School of Manage-
ment. Author of more than 140 papers and 
13 books, she received the 2016 Lifetime 
Achievement in CSR Award from Humboldt 
University’s International CSR Conference 
and a PRME Pioneer Award in 2017, among 
numerous others. Current research interests 
include memes, narratives, and large system 
change, today’s shaman as difference maker, 
and management education. Her latest book 
is Healing the World (Greenleaf/Routledge, 
2017).

10. SIMON ZADEK is currently Senior Advi-
sor on finance in the Executive Office of the 
Secretary General and a Co-Director of the 
“Inquiry into Design Options for a Sustaina-
ble Financial System” launched by the United 
Nations Environment Program in early 2014. 
He is also DSM Senior Fellow and Visiting 
Professor at Singapore Management Univer-
sity, where he teaches part of a masters on 
tri-sector partnership, and is Visiting Fellow 
at the Oxford Martin School of the University 
of Oxford, where he is documenting his ex-
perience in seeking systemic changes across 
global financial markets and is exploring how 
Oxford Martin can better support systemic 
solution-focused research.
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01. ADOLF ACQUAYE is a Senior Lecturer in 
Sustainability at Kent Business School, Univer-
sity of Kent, UK. His research focuses on En-
vironmental Sustainability Modelling includ-
ing Carbon Accounting, Green Supply Chain 
Management and Life Cycle Assessment. He 
has published widely on these research are-
as in leading academic journals. He served as 
Lead Author for the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) Working Group III 
and contributed to publishing the IPCC Fifth 
Assessment Report (Chapter 10-Industry); 
Mitigation of Climate Change 2014.

02. OMAR AL-TABBAA is a Senior Lecturer 
in Strategy and International Business at Kent 
Business School, the University of Kent. He re-
ceived his Ph.D. degree in management from 
the University of Leeds. His research interests 
relate primarily technology transfer, co-in-
novation, strategic alliance, and cross-sec-
tor collaboration. His work has appeared in 
some leading journals including Technolog-
ical Forecasting and Social Change, Europe-
an Management Review, Scandinavian J. of 
Management, and I. J. of Quality & Reliability 
Management among others. To date, Omar’s 
research and enterprise activities have been 
supported by grants totaling more than £1.0 
million.

03. VERENA BITZER is a Senior Advisor at the 
Royal Tropical Institute (KIT) in Amsterdam 
and Senior Researcher at Maastricht Univer-
sity, the Netherlands. Within the theme of in-
clusive rural transformation, her work focuses 
specifically on sustainable agricultural value 
chains, public-private partnerships and food 
security. She has extensive experience in car-
rying out research in developing and emerg-
ing economies, especially in sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, and has published her work in a variety of 
academic journals.

04. JILL BOGIE holds a PhD in Business Man-
agement and an MPhil in Futures Studies 
from the University of Stellenbosch Business 
School, South Africa. She is currently Adjunct 
Faculty at the Gordon Institute of Business 
Science at the University of Pretoria. Her re-
search interests include multi-stakeholder 
collaboration as an issue field and the sus-
tainability agenda for business. She applies 
research methods that combine narrative 
inquiry with a theoretical approach known as 
the communicative constitution of organiza-
tion (CCO), which is a process view of organiz-
ing and organization based on conversation, 
textual and material agents.

05. JULIA HELENA DÍAZ RAMÍREZ holds a 
PhD in Management, a Master’s degree in in-
dustrial engineering and a bachelor’s degree 
in computer science from the Universidad de 
los Andes, Colombia. Her research examines 
the reasons of small businesses to collabo-
rate with non-profit organizations. She has 

worked in the public sector in education and 
also in e-government and digital divide.

06. MARIJN FALING is doctoral researcher 
with the Public Administration and Policy 
Group at Wageningen University, the Neth-
erlands. Her research focuses on sustainable 
development and policy change processes 
that aim to connect different policy levels, do-
mains and sectors. She focuses specifically on 
public-private partnerships and integrative 
policies for climate-smart agriculture. She has 
experience with field work in various African 
and Asian countries on development, climate 
and agriculture. Marijn was visiting researcher 
at the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) 
Africa and the Government, Environment, 
and Markets (GEM) Initiative at Yale University.

07. MD NAZMUL HASAN is a Lecturer (As-
sistant Professor) in Strategic Management 
at the University of Northampton, UK. Pre-
viously he held academic appointments at 
University College London (UCL) and Royal 
Holloway, University of London (2014-2017). 
He has extensive experience in teaching, re-
search, marketing and CSR consultancy in the 
UK and in Bangladesh. His research focuses 
on the role of business in society as concep-
tualised through the concepts of (environ-
mental) sustainability, business ethics and 
corporate social responsibility. His most re-
cent research works aim to understand small 
firms’ behavioural choices, social and environ-
mental responsibility in SMEs, environmental 
policymaking in developing country contexts 
and critical realism in organisational research.

08. ITEKE VAN HILLE is a PhD student at the 
Department of Organization Sciences at the 
Faculty of Social Sciences, VU Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands. Focusing on multi-stakeholder 
processes (MSPs) in the context of sustainable 
trade, her research interests include the role 
of conveners in MSPs and how they contrib-
ute to MSP outcomes and impact. In her PhD 
research she applies a paradox lens to study 
how conveners navigate tensions at the indi-
vidual, organizational and inter-organization-
al level within MSPs – comparing cases in the 
coffee, tea, and timber sectors. Prior to pursu-
ing a PhD, she worked as a practitioner in the 
field of sustainable trade. Her PhD is funded 
by a Research Talent grant provided by the 
Dutch Science Council (NWO).

09. LUCIAN J. HUDSON is Chair, Earthwatch 
Europe, and a strategic communications spe-
cialist. He served as Director of Communi-
cations, The Open University, for more than 
seven years. He has held top communications 
posts in four UK government departments, 
including Director of Communication, For-
eign and Commonwealth Office, and Director 
of e-Communications, Cabinet Office. Before 
joining the OU, Lucian advised UK and other 
governments, business and NGOs, and was a 

senior executive and television journalist with 
the BBC and ITV for 17 years. Lucian research-
es cross-sector collaboration, and his work is 
regularly published in academic journals and 
handbooks.

10. DAVID G. HYATT (D.M.) is a Research 
Associate Professor of Supply Chain Manage-
ment at the University of Arkansas’ Sam M. 
Walton College of Business. Hyatt’s primary 
research and teaching interests concern col-
laboration and sustainability in global supply 
chains. He currently leads the sustainability 
academic programs at the University of Ar-
kansas, consisting of an interdisciplinary sus-
tainability minor and graduate certificate.
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11. SUZANNA KISLENKO  is a Doctoral Stu-
dent at IESE Business School in Barcelona, 
Spain. Her research interests lie at the inter-
section of leadership, cross-sector motiva-
tion and founder identity. Prior to pursuing 
doctoral studies, Susanna spent over 12 years 
in the non-profit sector in Canada, holding a 
number of leadership roles in social service 
organizations. This experience instilled in Su-
sanna the understanding that positive social 
change only happens at the crossroads of 
non-profit, for-profit and government and it 
is now her mission in life to support the lead-
ers that work at these crossroads all over the 
world. 

12. HELENA H. KNIGHT is an Assistant 
Professor at the College of Economics and 
Political Science, Sultan Qaboos University 
in Oman. Having earned her doctorate from 
Cardiff Business School in the UK in 2015, 
her primary research and teaching interests 
include value creation in cross-sector social 
interactions, CSR, sustainability, and the non-
profit sector. She has published her work in 
the journal Social Business, and in popular 
press. Helena has also co-authored a study re-
lated to entrepreneurship in Oman which was 
awarded the Best Paper for GCC at the ICSB 
World Conference.

13. ARNO KOURULA, co-founder of the 
ARSP, is an Associate Professor of Strategy at 
the University of Amsterdam Business School 
in the Netherlands and a Docent at Aalto 
University in Finland. His primary research 
interest is corporate sustainability through 
cross-sector interactions. His articles have 
appeared in leading journals in the fields of 
management, international business, busi-
ness ethics, political science, and environ-
mental studies. He is the co-editor of special 
issues at Journal of Business Ethics and asso-
ciate editor of Business & Society.

14. JENNIFER S. A. LEIGH, co-founder of 
the ARSP, is a Professor of Management at 
Nazareth College and the Kilian J. and Caro-
line F. Schmitt Endowed Chair. Her research 
addresses responsibility management edu-
cation, cross-sector partnerships, and scholar-
ship of engagement. She is an Associate Edi-
tor for the Journal of Management Education 
(JME) and Business Ethics: A European Review 
(BE:ER).

15. ADRIANE MACDONALD is an Assistant 
Professor in the Dhillon School of Business, 
University of Lethbridge. Her research focus is 
on multi-stakeholder partnerships designed 
to implement community sustainability 
plans. As an instructor, Adriane has taught 
courses that focus on topics related to the 
environment, business, CSR and strategy. 
Outside of academia, Adriane has worked as a 
consultant for a design firm and as a business 
analyst for the Government of Canada.

16. LAUREN MCCARTHY is a Lecturer in 
Strategy and Sustainability at the Centre for 
Research into Sustainability (CRIS) at Royal 
Holloway, University of London. She is also a 
Velux Visiting Fellow at Copenhagen Business 
School. Her research and teaching centres 
around issues of gender equality, CSR, and 
value chains in the global South. She is a keen 
user of visual participatory methodologies, 
and uses these in work with corporates and 
NGOs. She tweets @genderCSR

17. LILI MUNDLE works for the Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenar-
beit (GIZ) GmbH in the field of cross-sector 
partnerships. Here she is part of the platform 
Partnerships2030, which fosters partnerships 
for sustainable development. Before joining 
the GIZ, Lili researched partnerships at the 
German Institute for International and Secu-
rity Affairs (SWP). Her expertise lies in the me-
ta-governance of partnerships.

18. STELLA PFISTERER is a Research Asso-
ciate at the Partnerships Resource Centre at 
the Rotterdam School of Management, Eras-
mus University. Stella is involved in research, 
training and policy advice that bridges aca-
demic knowledge and practical insights on 
cross-sector partnerships in international 
development. Her research focuses on the ef-
fectiveness of partnerships (in particular gov-
ernance, tensions and the role of public actors 
in partnerships). Stella has developed a series 
of partnership training modules for various 
organizations such as the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and the Netherlands Institute 
for International Relations Clingendael.

19. ANNE QUARSHIE is a Postdoctoral Re-
searcher at LUT University, School of Business 
and Management, in Finland. Her research in-
terests include cross-sector interactions, sys-
temic or transformational change processes, 
and sustainable supply chain management. 
She currently studies these topics in the 
context of humanitarian disasters and biodi-
versity protection. Her research has received 
several recognitions, including the IPSERA 
Doctoral Dissertation Award 2017 and the 
Routledge Best Paper Award in Social Partner-
ship 2016, and has appeared in the Journal of 
Business Ethics and Journal of Purchasing and 
Supply Management, among other outlets. 
Prior to becoming a researcher, she worked at 
Fairtrade Finland and Save the Children USA.

20. GREETJE SCHOUTEN is Senior Research 
Fellow at the Partnerships Resource Centre, 
Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus 
University. Her research focuses on cross-sec-
tor partnerships and sustainability standards 
in the context of global and regional agri-
cultural value chains, with the aim of under-
standing processes of inclusive and sustain-
able development. Most of the research pro-
jects she is involved in have an explicit action 
research component and are conducted in 
close cooperation with practitioners.
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21. M. MAY SEITANIDI (FRSA), Founding 
Editor-in-Chief of the ARSP, is Associate Pro-
fessor of Strategy and Director of the PhD Pro-
gramme at Kent Business School, University of 
Kent. She has published extensively on CSSPs 
in academic journals as well as popular press. 
May, one of the recipients of ARSP Honors List 
Certificate, is the founder and coordinator of 
the biennial CSSI Symposia Series at leading 
universities around the world. Her work for 
over 20 years, as a practitioner and academic, 
has focused on all types of cross-sector social 
interactions, previously on philanthropy and 
socio-sponsorship and currently on social 
partnerships across geographic contexts.

22. VIVEK SOUNDARARAJAN is a Senior 
Lecturer (Associate Professor) in Internation-
al Management at School of Management, 
University of Bath. Vivek conducts research 
on social and environmental standards in 
global supply chains, labour exploitation and 
multi-stakeholder initiatives in global supply 
chains, corporate responsibility in develop-
ing countries, and fringe stakeholder value 
creation. Vivek’s work has been published in 
journals such as Journal of Operations Man-
agement, Business Ethics Quarterly, Human 
Relations, Journal of World Business, Journal 
of Business Ethics and Business & Society.

23. LEA STADTLER works as Associate Pro-
fessor of Strategic Management at the Gre-
noble Ecole de Management, France, and 
also contributes to the PPP Center, University 
of Geneva, Switzerland. In her research, Lea 
explores CSSPs in the light of coopetition, 
boundary management, and design chal-
lenges. Her papers have been published in 
journals such as Organization Studies, Journal 
of Business Ethics, and Business & Society, and 
she has received four international disserta-
tion, paper, and case writing awards.

24. FRED A. YAMOAH is a research-active 
Lecturer in the area of Sustainability and 
Global Value Chains at Brunel University, Lon-
don. He is a fellow of the Higher Education 
Academy and a contributing author of ‘De-
veloping Skills for Business Leadership’. Fred’s 
multi-disciplinary approach to researching 
sustainability, supply and value chain man-
agement and marketing informs his teaching 
on subjects related with responsible business 
management education. His academic career 
is driven by a personal passion that teaching 
and researching sustainability and its related 
fields can help deliver sustainable interde-
pendence between business and society. 
Fred has developed an original individual and 
collaborative research agenda with outputs 
published in internationally-ranked, peer-re-
viewed journals. He has also been involved 
with various research projects with UK and 
international stakeholders in developing 
countries.

25. LAMBERTO ZOLLO is an Assistant Pro-
fessor in Management at the University of 
Florence, Italy. He holds a PhD in Business 
Administration and Management (University 
of Pisa, Italy) and a Master in Big Data for Man-
agement (University of Florence, Italy). His re-
search interests are in business ethics, ethical 
consumption, and cross-sector social part-
nerships in the healthcare field. His research 
has been published in international journals 
such as Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of 
Managerial Psychology, and Management 
Decision.
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*All words in italics throughout the ARSP incorporate hyperlinks directly linking to original sources for more information.

Annual Review of Social Partnerships*

Academy of Management*

Base of the Pyramid  /
Bottom of the Pyramid

Chief Executive Officer

Cross-Sector Partnership / 
Cross-Sector Social Partnership

Cross-Sector Social Interactions

Corporate Responsibility /
Corporate Social Responsibility

Dow Jones Sustainability Indices*

FTSE4GOOD*

The ARSP is the free online journal on cross-sector so-
cial interactions that you are currently reading.

The AOM is the preeminent professional association 
for scholars dedicated to the advancement of man-
agement.

The term BoP refers to the largest, but poorest, so-
cio-economic group.

The CEO is the most senior corporate officer in charge 
of managing a for-profit or nonprofit organization.

The term CSP indicates a (social) partnership between 
actors from the business, public, and/or civil society 
sectors. The terms CSP and CSSP are here used synon-
ymously.

This term was introduced at the first International 
Scoping Symposium on cross-sector interactions in 
2007. It responds to the need for a distinctive and 
‘un-charged’ term that provides a wide enough 
spectrum to encompass past practices, as well as  
future ones, emerging at the intersection of the busi-
ness, public, and civil society sectors.

CR / CSR denotes a concept and practice whereby 
companies voluntarily integrate social and environ-
mental concerns in their business operations and in-
teractions with their stakeholders. Overall, the term 
refers to a company’s responsibility for its impacts on 
society. The terms CR and CSR are here used synony-
mously.

The DJSI are a family of indices evaluating the sustaina-
bility performance of the largest 2,500 companies list-
ed on the Dow Jones Global Total Stock Market Index.

The FTSE4Good Index Series are ethical investment 
stock market indices that the FTSE Group launched in 
2001. They are designed to measure the performance 
of companies demonstrating strong environmental, 
social, and governance (ESG) practices.

Acronym Full Term Explanation

ARSP

AOM

BoP

CEO

CSP / CSSP

CSSI

CR / CSR

DJSI

FTSE4GOOD

A bbr   e v ia t i o ns

https://www.routledge.com/posts/12925
http://aom.org/
http://www.sustainability-indices.com/
https://www.ftse.com/products/indices/FTSE4Good
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*All words in italics throughout the ARSP incorporate hyperlinks directly linking to original sources for more information.

HR

ISO 14001

ISO 26000

MDG

MoU

NGO

NPO

PPP

SA8000

Human Resources

ISO Standard for Environmental 
Management Systems*

ISO Standard for Social Responsibility*

Millennium Development Goal*

Memorandum of Understanding

Non-Governmental Organization

Nonprofit Organization

Public-Private Partnership

Social Accountability International /
SA8000 Standard*

HR relates to the set of individuals who make up an 
organization’s workforce. The term is often also used 
for an organization’s division focused on employee-re-
lated activities.

The ISO standard sets the criteria for an environmental 
management system. It does not state specific require-
ments for environmental performance, but maps out a 
framework that an organization can follow to set up an 
effective environmental management system.

This standard provides guidance on how organizations 
can operate in a socially responsible way; that is, acting 
in an ethical and transparent way that contributes to 
the health and welfare of society.

The United Nations MDGs involved eight develop-
ment goals set for 2015, on which all countries and 
leading development institutions had agreed.

An MoU is a partnering agreement that partner organ-
izations enter into voluntarily.

An NGO is a nonprofit organization (hence it is neither 
part of a government, nor a for-profit business) that 
excludes government representatives from its mem-
bership.

An NPO is an organization serving a charitable pur-
pose, such as education, culture, religion, health, soci-
ety, or sports, and raises funds to serve the social good 
rather than to profit individuals.

A PPP is a type of CSSP between companies and public 
sector organizations / governments, often focused on 
infrastructure development and public services.

SA8000 is an auditable certification standard that en-
courages organizations to develop, maintain, and ap-
ply socially acceptable practices in the workplace.

Acronym Full Term Explanation

http://www.iso.org/iso/iso14000
http://www.iso.org/iso/iso14000
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http://www.sa-intl.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=937
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This list was compiled by Lea Stadtler with helpful feedback by Jennifer Leigh, May Seitanidi, and Arno Kourula.  
Our goal is to achieve clarity and facilitate the development of collectively agreed definitions that will help us avoid misun-
derstandings and facilitate communication between academics and practitioners. In the process of collectively extending 
and improving this document we would much welcome your comments. Please contact Lea.Stadtler(at)grenoble-em.com

*All words in italics throughout the ARSP incorporate hyperlinks directly linking to original sources for more information.

Acronym Full Term Explanation

SDG

SIM

UN

UN PRME

UNGC

Sustainable Development Goals*

Social Issues in Management*

United Nations*

UN Principles for Responsible 
Management Education*

United Nations Global Compact*

The SDGs are an intergovernmental set of 17 goals to 
end poverty, fight inequality and injustice, and tackle 
climate change. The SDGs build on the MDGs and have 
been adopted by world leaders at the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Summit in September 2015 
as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment.

The term SIM describes a field of study that, initially fo-
cused on social problems and corporate disasters, later 
developed streams of research and theory on the rela-
tionships between business and society, and the con-
tributions each can make to a better quality of life for 
all people. Further, SIM denotes a special interest group 
formed within the AOM in 1972, which is interested in 
the exploration and analysis of various environmental 
and stakeholder impacts on the organization and the 
organization’s effect on stakeholders.

The UN is an international organization of countries set 
up in 1945 to promote international peace, security, 
and cooperation.

The PRME is the first organized relationship between 
the UN and business schools, with the PRME Secre-
tariat housed in the UN Global Compact Office. The 
PRME’s mission is to globally inspire and champion 
responsible management education, research, and 
thought leadership on the basis of six core principles.

The UNGC is a United Nations strategic policy initiative 
for businesses committed to aligning their operations 
and strategies with ten universally accepted principles 
in the areas of human rights, labor, environment, and 
anti-corruption.

A bbr   e v ia t i o ns

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
http://sim.aomonline.org/
http://www.un.org/
http://www.unprme.org/
http://www.unprme.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
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Welcome to the 13th edition of the Annual Review of Social Partnerships! 
This is the shared product of a diverse community seeking to set the 
global benchmark on bridging partnership theory and practice by 
means of innovative and boundary-spanning knowledge sharing, 
knowledge co-creation, and knowledge curation. 

All around us, we witness the growing importance of cross-sector part-
nerships (CSPs) in practice. New collaborative arrangements compris-
ing a diverse range of actors across multiple settings and sectors take 
many forms, including public-private partnerships, multi-stakeholder 
initiatives, business-NGO collaboration, and many more. Partnerships 
have even ‘made it’ as a distinct Sustainable Development Goal in 
their own right. With considerable outputs so far: the United Nations 
Partnerships for the SDG Platform lists 4030 partnership commit-
ments (state 11/2018).

Partnerships are everywhere, catching not only the interest of practi-
tioners, but equally awakening the curiosity of researchers. Many dis-
ciplines, including management, political science, economics, organi-
sation studies, development studies, and environmental studies are in-
creasingly scrutinizing, analysing and theorising on CSPs. Just recently, a 
series of special issues of academic top journals has drawn attention to 
the challenges and opportunities of cross-sector collaboration1.

More partnerships in practice and in theory have created a diverse 
community of partnership experts and interested parties worldwide. 
But also a highly dispersed community in terms of geographies, sectors, 
disciplines and cultures. It has always been the aim of the editorial team 
at the Annual Review of Social Partnerships to bring this community 
together for shared learning, reflection and – ultimately – impacts in 
terms of improved partnership processes and outcomes. But what is 
the best way of doing this, of actually achieving our aims? 

Thirteen is the start of teen and identity exploration, or, in the language 
of start-up life cycles, it’s about “morphing2” – time to figure out what 
works and what doesn’t. In engaging with our community, we, as the 

In Flux: ARSP 
and the Partnership 
Landscape

Lea Stadtler
Associate Professor, Grenoble Ecole 
de Management, France

Arno Kourula
Associate Professor, University of 
Amsterdam Business School, the 
Netherlands

Verena Bitzer
Senior Advisor, KIT Royal Tropical 
Institute, Amsterdam & Senior 
Researcher, Maastricht University, 
the Netherlands 
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team behind the ARSP, seek to consider the means, direc-
tion and impact of our efforts. As the context around us 
changes, so do we, adapting and responding. What this 
implies, on a very practical basis, is an inevitably iterative, 
reflexive process of managing change and transition, de-
liberately leaving open the question of whether this takes 
place over a shorter period of time of months or entails a 
longer term perspective. As a self-organising team without 
an institutionalised basis, perhaps our greatest strength is 
our flexibility in management, which creates space for in-
novation in ways of working together and accommodating 
behaviour. 

Our dreams emerging in this transition are bold. What 
possible directions can we offer at this stage? Well, we will 
remain committed to keep some of the ongoing curation 
open access—one of our core enduring values! But moving 
beyond, think about webinars bringing together scholars 
and practitioners internationally, and possibly also region-
ally, the development of joint workshops as we have done 
in the past, continuing our important knowledge sharing 
work, and promoting network events in which people with 
different links to social partnerships thrive and experience 
familiarity in diversity. Yes, we’re going back to the drawing 
board to determine the goals of our transition to the next 
form as the ARSP. We will keep you posted by our social 
media platforms @ARSPnews (twitter) and https://www.
facebook.com/ARSPinternational/ about what the ARSP 
will become in the future.

From the future to the present, more specifically the ARSP 
no. 13: We are happy to present you a rich variety of articles 
covering latest publications, pedagogy ideas, research in-
sights, and community reflections. 

Section Preview
This year’s Publications Section examines the most re-
cent academic articles on CSPs from the point of view of 
business, civil society and government as well as from a 
systemic perspective. In addition, the section also reviews 
most recent pracademic (i.e. bridging practitioner and ac-
ademic) publications. As a valuable tool for scholars and 
practitioners alike, we provide a list of all of the most recent 
publications in this area. Furthermore, Professors Barbara 
Gray and Jill Purdy offer insightful ideas about the future 
of partnerships.

The Pedagogy Section brings your attention to the as-
sumptions we make – as instructors of CSP-related courses 

or workshops and as actors engaging in CSPs – whether 
it relates to the societal problem to be collaboratively ad-
dressed, our own role, views, and capabilities, and those of 
critical stakeholders. In this context, the Pedagogy Team 
presents you a portfolio of personal accounts and sug-
gestions around dealing with assumptions, a related case 
study for teaching and practice, a practitioner interview, 
and a teaching innovation to uncover assumptions based 
on The LEGO® SERIOUS PLAY® Method.

The Research Section and the Thought Gallery pres-
ent the most recent insights in partnerships from the ac-
ademic sphere and beyond. The former describes the key 
findings of a research project on the meta-governance of 
CSPs and the challenges of a large collaborative research 
program on climate change, agriculture and food securi-
ty. Our team interviews the Director of a social enterprise 
called Proudly Made in Africa, reflecting on the organisa-
tion’s partnerships from a research perspective, as well as 
the Head of the Private Sector Team at Oxfam GB on the 
role of academic research. The Thought Gallery is written 
by Prof. Pieter Glasbergen, the 2018 winner of the Cross-
Sector Social Interactions (CSSI) Life Time Achievement 
Award. He develops insightful ideas about partnerships as 
governance mechanisms for sustainable change.

The Community Section focuses on the challenges and 
opportunities of CSPs as an alternative to address human 
exploitation in businesses. The section starts with insights 
into CSPs and modern slavery, experiences based on the 
boundary-spanning West Midlands Anti-Slavery Network 
in the UK, and directs your attention to the role of big data 
in bringing actors together and causing new challenges. 
As each year, we close this section with an overview of new 
members of the ARSP community. 

We thank all our contributors and hope you enjoy the 
reading! 
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P U B L I C A T I O N S

It is my pleasure to introduce the publications section 
of the 13th ARSP. This year’s edition is prepared by a 
rather new team; we welcome four new associate ed-
itors: Jill Bogie from The Gordon Institute of Business 

Science (South Africa), Anne Quarshie from LUT University  
(Finland), Omar Al-Tabbaa from University of Kent (UK) 
and Iteke van Hille from VU University (Netherlands).

As in previous years, the objectives of the ARSP’s publi-
cations section are to list, highlight and discuss a selec-
tion of recent publications. This year, we started our re-
view by conducting a key-word search of databases and 
more systematic reviews of specific journals searching for 
relevant articles that were published between 2017 and 
summer 2018 (or currently in press). In principle, we are 
interested in publications that discuss the phenomenon 
of ‘cross-sector partnering’ in a wide sense: we searched 
for interactions, collaborations and partnerships involving 
organizations from different societal spheres. We found 
97 articles in total, however, the list should by no means 
be considered as a comprehensive account of available 
recent research. We strive to achieve inclusion and rep-
resentation of “the field”. It appears that publications 
that discuss ‘cross-sector partnering’ are still scattered in 
diverse journals in various disciplines. Most publications 
are identified in the Journal of Business Ethics followed 
by the Journal of Management Studies. This can partly 
be explained that both journals published special issues 
related to cross-sector partnerships in the investigated 
time-period. 

We used this overview as a basis and, similar to the past 
years, we divided the task of providing a review of the re-
cent academic literature on cross-sector interactions from 
different perspectives: the business perspective (covering 
management and other fields), the civil society perspec-
tive (covering non-profit research) and the government 
perspective (covering public management & administra-
tion literature). In addition to these three ‘actor’ perspec-
tives, we included a review of multi-sector collaboration 
to the publications section. We recognized a growth 
of publications that discuss cross-sector, multi-actor 

The Latest in Cross-Sector 
Partnership Publications

by Stella Pfisterer
Research Associate, Partnerships Resource 
Centre, Rotterdam School of  Management, 
Erasmus University, the Netherlands 
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collaborations that could not be pinpointed to a certain 
actor-perspective. Next to these four academic perspec-
tives, we also reviewed and discussed recent publications 
by ‘pracademics’, that means not peer-reviewed publica-
tions. In addition, we provide a list of recent contributions 
by publication type, including peer-reviewed articles, 
pracademic publications, journal special issues, books, 
and doctoral dissertations. Finally, the section provides 
insights on problems and potential of multi-stakeholder 
partnerships for solving the tough issues faced by govern-
ment, society and organisations by an interview with Prof. 
Barbara Gray and Prof. Jill Purdy. Both are leading academ-
ics in the field of cross-sector partnering and have more 
than 30 years of experience in the field. Therefore, we are 
very honored to discuss with them their recently pub-
lished book “Collaborating for our Future: Multistakeholder 
Partnerships for Solving Complex Problems”. 

The focus on solving complex problems is a trend we 
recognize in the broader literature. Despite the diversi-
ty of topics and research focuses of the identified aca-
demic and pracademic publications, many publications 
aim to understand better how cross-sector partnerships 
and the involved organizations can contribute to grand 
challenges, such as those addressed by the Sustainable 
Development Goals. For the rich knowledge on cross-sec-
tor partnerships, it would be on our wish list that stronger 
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ties will develop between various scholarly communities 
within the cross-disciplinary research field and across ac-
ademia and practice. This might help to develop further 
concepts, and bundle research insights across disciplines 
in order to help make a difference with our research for 
the complex challenges that practice is facing. 

As editors of the Publications Section, we are grateful to 
the sponsoring of this section by the Geneva Public-Private 
Partnership Center. We hope that this year’s publications’ 
overview and reflections will provide the ARSP commu-
nity with a helpful snapshot of the state of the art of the 
field of cross-sector partnerships. We are already looking 
forward to investigating how the field will develop in the 
coming year. Please help us so that we will not miss out 
important contributions by sending them to us.

research

practice
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SP ON SO R SH I P

The Geneva Public-Private Partnerships Center 
is proud to sponsor the 2018 ARSP Publications 
Section. This is an important platform for sharing 
knowledge and research about cross-sector col-

laboration and keeping up-to-date with recent publications.

At the Public-Private Partnerships Center at GSEM, 
University of Geneva, we are committed to multi-stake-
holder cooperation, and particularly research into 
cross-sectoral social partnerships. Our recent research 
examines the role of identity, emotions and time in part-
nering, and the ways in which partnership governance 
boards construct a partnership ‘space between fields’.1

We are currently collaborating with a number of international 
and multi-disciplinary partners on a project, funded by the 
Swiss Network of International Studies, investigating the ef-
fectiveness of partnerships for the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The SDGs, introduced in 20152, gave a clear im-
petus to partnerships between public, private and voluntary 
sectors in solving the significant – and complexly interrelat-
ed3 – challenges faced by societies across the globe. 

Partnership is foregrounded as one of the five principles 
which support the SDGs, as well as being included in 
SDG17. Although Goal 17 tends to be seen as ‘the part-
nership goal’, it actually covers a lot more ground. Five as-
pects of Goal 17 are listed in the SDGs policy document: 
financing, technology, trade, capacity building, and sys-
temic issues. Multi-stakeholder partnerships are then one 
of three sub-headings under ‘systemic issues’ (alongside 
data, monitoring and accountability, and policy and insti-
tutions). The role of partnerships is defined as to ‘mobilize 
and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial 

resources, to support the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals in all countries.’ 

The five aspects of SDG17 are presented as a simple list in 
the UN Resolution, which makes it look as though each 
can be treated as a separate phenomenon. This discon-
nection is also reflected in much academic and policy 
research. Yet, there are systemic linkages between these 
different aspects of Goal 17 that cannot be ignored if we 
seek to retain clarity about the role of multi-stakeholder 
collaboration as a means of implementation of the 2030 
Agenda. We explore these inter-linkages in greater depth 
on our Public-Private Partnership Center’s website.

With this deep dive into SDG17, we do not seek to un-
derplay the importance of partnerships and partnership 
research. Rather, we hope to (1) illuminate the policy and 
practice contexts in which partnerships are expected to 
contribute to the SDGs and (2) clarify that SDG17 is not sole-
ly the ‘partnership goal’, highlighting that partnerships are 
one (important) piece in a complex puzzle of solutions to 
achieve a more sustainable world. 

You may like to keep the inter-linkages of partnerships and 
the other aspects of SDG17 in mind when learning about 
the recent CSSP publications presented in this year’s 
Publications Section. Happy reading!
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LOO  K I N G TH  ROU  G H  THE   AC A D E M I C  G L A SS

In business practice, partnering and interacting with 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), govern-
ment agencies, and other stakeholders has recently 
become increasingly critical in many contexts. For 

example, in the area of corporate responsibility in my 
home country, Finland, companies today especially fo-
cus on incorporating sustainability considerations in their 
core business strategies and activities, as well as embed-
ding sustainability in supply chains1. The UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) have become an important 
framework also for managers, and 41 percent of Finnish 
firms already take the SDGs into account in their activities. 
Similarly, across the globe, a rapidly growing number of 
(large) firms are reinventing their strategies, operations 
and supply chains by integrating the SDGs or other sus-
tainability considerations in them. In doing so, many firms 
realize the need for new types of expertise, resources and 

partners. My review of the recent cross-sector partnership 
(CSP) literature suggests that academic research can also 
help inform these activities and developments. 

Sustainable Development Goals 
and Sustainability Integration
As for the integration of the SDGs or other sustainability 
considerations in core business strategies and activities, 
CSP research has recently focused increasingly on actions 
and interactions through which firms and other entities 
can seek to transform their organizations or the broad-
er systems within which they operate2. While the SDG 
framework is not yet commonly applied in CSP research, 
recent studies have focused on a variety of environmental, 
social and economic issues that are incorporated in the 
17 Goals, including biodiversity, water and education is-
sues3, and examined how the issues could be effectively 

Cross-Sector Partnership Research 
from a Business Perspective: 
Insights into Sustainable Development 
and Supply Chain Challenges

by Anne Quarshie
Postdoctoral Researcher, LUT University, 
School of Business and Management, 
Finland
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LOO  K I N G TH  ROU  G H THE    AC A D E M I C  G L A SS

addressed through cross-sector partnerships involving 
businesses. Additionally, a study by MacDonald, Clarke 
and Huang4, which empirically investigates the designing 
of decision-making processes in 94 sustainability-related 
multi-stakeholder partnerships in a multi-country setting, 
explicitly connects local partnerships to the global UN 
sustainable development agenda. The authors find that 
collaborative decision-making has an indirect and posi-
tive effect on partnership capacity, which likely aids the 
achievement of the partnership’s objectives and the par-
ticipating firm’s sustainability goals. At the same time, the 
quantitative study adds to the methodological variety of 
the research area. 

Embedding Sustainability in Supply Chains
For several years already, supply chain management, cor-
porate responsibility, and other scholars have recognized 
that NGOs, government agencies and other partners can 
help companies create more sustainable supply chains. 
The recent CSP literature further advances our under-
standing of such activities and collaboration processes. 
For example, Liu et al.’s5 investigation of sustainable sup-
plier development practices classifies contributing or-
ganizations (e.g. NGOs and other stakeholders) as drivers, 
facilitators and inspectors, all of whom work closely with 
buyers and suppliers to develop and implement supplier 
development activities. As a more recent turn in sustain-
able supply chain literature, scholars have begun to ex-
plore cross-sector supply chains and networks of NGOs 
and other not-for-profit actors as well. For example, the 
Emerging Discourse Incubator of the Journal of Supply 
Chain Management on ‘research where the focal actor in 
the network is not a for-profit firm’ considers firms primari-
ly as suppliers (or network partners) to other organizations 
in cross-sector contexts6. In one of the special issue arti-
cles, Johnson et al.7 theorize on social capital between en-
vironmental NGOs and businesses in cross-sector supply 
chains, focusing especially on the potential of such collab-
orations to achieve progress toward sustainability. Jointly 
taken, the special issue articles and other recent CSP stud-
ies not only help managers to create more sustainable or 
effective supply chains, but are also important steps to-
ward developing (and testing) CSP theories that apply to 
supply chains and other complex networks. In addition, 
these studies help to build stronger ties between previ-
ously loosely connected parts of the broader CSP research 
area within business and management studies. 

Other Themes and Developments
Another relevant special issue on public-private partner-
ships (PPPs) and collaboration, hybridity and social value 
creation in the Journal of Management Studies8 seeks to 
connect the debates on these topics across multiple ac-
ademic fields. These include business, management and 
economics, but also public administration and other disci-
plines. Several of the special issue articles are also relevant 

from a business perspective. For example, Rivera-Santos, 
Rufín and Wassmer9 examine the main sources of agency 
problems and their potential mitigation mechanisms in 
business-NGO alliances. Their analysis can help company 
managers in alliance employee selection, for instance, as 
the authors propose that companies hire altruistic (rather 
than self-interested) individuals to manage the alliance in 
order to mitigate potential alliance problems. In another 
example, Villani, Greco and Phillips10 investigate the estab-
lishment of, and value-creation in, two cases of PPPs in the 
health care sector in Italy. They contend that the manner 
strategic choices and organizational arrangements are 
determined during the establishment stage significantly 
impacts the ability of the partnership to create value. 

Several additional developments that are relevant from a 
business perspective also caught my eye in the CSP liter-
ature. First, scholars have increasingly explored how com-
panies and other organizations can implement, sustain, 
and navigate CSPs involving various dynamics over time11, 
which seems to be a valuable development as previously 
much of the focus has been on partnership formation and 
collaborative partnering processes. Using a case-based 
approach, Klitsie, Ansari and Volberda11 develop a ground-
ed model for partner frame evolution resulting in optimal 
frame plurality. They find that differing or even opposing 

While the SDG framework is 
not yet commonly applied in CSP 
research, recent studies have focused 
on a variety of environmental, 
social and economic issues that are 
incorporated in the 17 Goals.
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frames can be maintained side by side by the various par-
ticipants if the partners agree on the collaboration’s main 
aim. As for other topic areas, CSP researchers have recently 
analyzed how partnerships involving firms are presented 
to the public12 or legitimized by the partnering organiza-
tions13. Finally, research focus has been directed at a varie-
ty of other topics that are relevant to managers, including 
knowledge sharing and learning14, the ‘why’, ‘how’ and 
‘when’ of partnering15, and partnership success factors16. 

In sum, I believe that the recent literature helps to fill many 
prior gaps in our knowledge of firms’ partnerships and 
interactions with entities from other sectors in sustaina-
bility and other contexts, as well as builds stronger ties be-
tween various scholarly communities within the cross-dis-
ciplinary research field. There nevertheless remains room 
for future studies to enhance our understanding of how 
organizations and managers can respond to sustainable 
development and other challenges and opportunities re-
quiring interaction that crosses sector boundaries. 
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It is conspicuous that research on cross-sector collabo-
ration is increasingly dedicating attention to assessing 
the perspective of civil society, a sector that compris-
es a wide array of organizations that are independent 

from the government, pursue a social or environmental 
cause, and have no profit-centric motives1. Proponents of 
this perspective claim that “model[s] framed by theories of 
the public and private sectors often lack sufficient appre-
ciation for the exigent circumstances of nonprofit partner-
ships (p. 2)”2. Therefore, the aim of this essay is to provide an 
overview of research that has emerged since 2017 which 
focuses primarily on the perspective of civil society organ-
izations (CSOs) as a key actor in cross-sector partnership 
(CSP). Yet, the focus is made only on studies that consider 
the CSOs as the core research theme or where the CSO is 
considered as the main unit of analysis. Interestingly, exam-
ining this body of literature has indicated two salient re-
search trends: the effect of CSP on CSOs performance and 
the impact of CSOs on the effectiveness of CSP.   

Regarding the first trend, there is an increasing interest 
in assessing the extent to which CSOs can actually ben-
efit from the involvement in CSPs. In fact, this interest is 
driven by the assumption that value generated from CSPs 
is ‘multifaceted’3, which mirrors the view that CSPs can 
create value at different levels inducing macro (society) 
and meso (organization). While the macro-level relates 
to the co-creation of societal value, which is the impact 
of conjoined actions of the collaborators to enact pow-
erful solutions to enduring socioeconomic problems, the 
meso-level concerns collaborators’ ability to capture and 
retain value from their collaborating activity4. Research 
comprising this latter perspective examines how the CSP 
can become instrumental in delivering organizational ad-
vantages to the partners involved. For CSOs, a value can 
be derived by attaining tangible and intangible assets, 
achieving higher visibility, and building organizational 
capacity, which all are fundamental for their survival and 
growth5. Examples of this value (or advantages) include 
increasing the transparency of CSOs operations6, enhanc-
ing organizational learning7, and building internal capaci-
ty in environmental management aspects8. Despite these 
expected advantages to CSOs, researchers recently start-
ed to question the extent to which these expectations 
can actually materialize9, and also to identify the factors 
and understand the mechanisms that might enhance or 
restrict their potential to capture value. For example, a 
recent study examines the actual effect of CSPs on the 
management capacities of nonprofits10. Interestingly, the 
authors found that engaging in CSPs is not necessarily 
useful in building organizational capacity (e.g., financial 
management, strategic planning, and board leadership). 

Cross-Sector Partnership 
Research from a Civil 
Society Perspective: 
Two Current Trendsby Omar Al-Tabbaa
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in Strategy and IB, University of Kent, 
UK 

Examining this body of literature has 
indicated two salient research trends: the 
effect of cross-sector partnership on civil 
society organizations performance and 
the impact of civil society organisations 
on the effectiveness of cross-sector 
partnerships.
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Yet the duration of the relationship emerged as a strong 
moderator (i.e. a more enduring relationship can system-
atically yield better capacity building). Other researchers 
sought to understand how CSOs can capture value from 
CSPs using the alliance management capability view11. 
They identify a set of capabilities (including pre, post, and 
hybrid) that are essential for CSOs to embrace CSPs as a 
strategic option to support their survival. Together, this 
stream of research emphasizes the need to differentiate 
between value created for society and value captured 
by the individual collaborators. Furthermore, it stresses 
the importance of reconciling the potentially contradic-
tory self-interests of each partner vis-a-vis the overall CSP 
agenda. Ignoring such issues is likely to complicate CSP 
implementation by generating tensions and opportunis-
tic claims following the establishment of the relationship12. 
This can open the door for new research directions to ex-
plore the conditions that can enable a change in CSOs 
practice from being opportunistic (or reacting to business 
offering) to targeting strategically prospect partners. In 
fact, the challenging environment in which CSOs oper-
ate, uncertainty over government funding and the rise 
of competition within the sector, provide support for this 
direction.  

The second research trend concerns studies that investi-
gate the role of CSOs in enhancing the potential of the 
collaborating entities to co-create societal value13. As one 
example, Chapman and Varda14 empirically demonstrate 
how the inclusion of CSOs is influential in yielding better 
CSP outcomes. This result has been attributed to the re-
source uniqueness of nonprofit partners, and the strong 
alignment between their mission and the CSP aim which 
enhance the mutual trust across all relevant stakeholders. 
Focusing on social enterprises (SEs), Huybrechts et al.15 re-
veal that SEs have developed three different patterns to 
manage the paradox of being ‘in and against the market’; 
and strategies to manage inter-organizational market 
collaborations. Specifically, these enterprises could be 
against CSPs, welcoming CSPs, or cautious towards CSPs. 
Importantly, how these enterprises envision their social 
mission emerged as fundamental in determining the en-
terprise collaboration strategy. Other researchers took a 
broader perspective by investigating CSOs when partici-
pating as a network. For instance, by using social network 
analysis, Jones et al.16 and Jones et al.17 examine the role of 
a network of sports nonprofits when collaborating with 
the public and private sectors. Importantly, they reveal 
that a lack of balance and coordination between these 

assessing the perspective of civil society
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nonprofits is negatively affecting the potential to create 
collective value from the collaboration. In sum, this re-
search trend sheds light on the role of CSOs as a vital play-
er in the CSP. To be specific, it signals that the effectiveness 
of these initiatives depends, in addition to other factors, 
on the careful consideration of CSOs as distinct organiza-
tional actors and also on the alignment of their objectives 
with the overall aim of the CSP. Accordingly, this indicates 
the need to examine in greater detail the perspective of 
CSOs as a key success factor to CSPs.  
  
In conclusion, this editorial demonstrates that the per-
spective of CSOs is gaining more attention and becoming 
a distinct research direction in the CSP literature. As in the 
identified trends, researchers are seeking to examine the 
relationship between CSOs and CSP as instrumental to 
two ways directions. However, the limited and incomplete 
evidence on this topic suggests that we still lack a com-
prehensive understanding of the contingencies that can 
control the realization of the expected value created (how 
CSOs can drive CSP effectiveness) or captured (how CSOs 
can derive benefits from CSPs). In turn, this highlights im-
portant research directions that are necessary to comple-
ment our understanding of the cross-sector collaboration 
phenomenon. 
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Governments explore new ways to collaborate 
with non-state actors to deal with pressing 
societal issues. Public-Private Partnerships 
(PPPs) are one key type of CSPs investigated 

from a government perspective. Increasingly, govern-
ments want to go beyond the traditional principal-agent 
relation in PPPs1. This means that the traditional approach 
where arrangements are designed to delegate the provi-
sion of public services to the private sector is extended 
with a collaborative perspective2. In this context, public 
management and administration scholars focus on the 
key question how governments and public actors do 
work in CSPs. Three main topics linked to this question are 
identified in the reviewed publications: first, the effects of 
CSPs on public sector objectives; second, partnering pro-
cesses with public actor involvement, and third, factors 
that affect the involvement of public managers in CSPs. 

To start with, the reviewed literature aims to gain evi-
dence on the effects of CSPs for public sector objectives. 
Innovation is a prominent objective that governments aim 
to stimulate through CSPs. However, a research project on 
275 European Union funded projects highlights that only 

few projects have produced innovation3. Stimulating sus-
tainability through CSPs can be another objective of gov-
ernments; however research is inconclusive on the contri-
bution of CSPs to the accomplishment of sustainability-re-
lated objectives4. The same study suggests however that 
various success factors show the potential of partnerships, 
if appropriately managed5. 

Second, process oriented studies explore key themes 
such as governance, roles and capabilities. Partnering 
processes are far from easy and require much effort from 
the parties involved to make the collaboration work and 
establish a culture based on trust, as an empirical study 
on CSP cases in Sweden concluded6. CSPs with public 
involvement often face governance tensions. These ten-
sions are conceptually explored in the field of develop-
ment cooperation7 and empirically in the Italian health-
care services8. Public managers have a certain degree 
of discretion in determining how and when to structure 
public involvement in PPPs. For example, a recent study 
reveals that public managers favor sequenced public par-
ticipation early on in PPPs to gauge public support for the 
project and wide involvement during implementation of 
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services to improve project accountability9. Governmental 
actors, through PPPs, are able to shape governance with-
in value chains, influencing the relative skills, knowledge, 
and resources that different actors possess, and the attrib-
utes of procedural justice reflected in the arrangements. 
This was revealed by a study on agricultural value chains 
and smallholder inclusion. The study concludes that gov-
ernments should be involved in facilitating relationships 
in CSPs10. When facilitation is chosen as a strategy by gov-
ernments, it is however often unclear what governments 
aim to achieve through the CSP and what they have to 
offer in terms of facilitation11.  

For public managers partnering means moving out of 
their “comfort zone”. They therefore prefer to partner with 
other public sector institutions rather than with private 
organizations12.

Third, research investigates factors that affect government 
involvement in CSPs. A study on US government employ-
ees’ support for PPPs claims that male government em-
ployees seem to be less supportive of PPPs than female 
government employees. Factors such as public opinion 
and appointed agency heads positively influence gov-
ernment employees view on PPPs13. A publication on how 
local governments interact with entrepreneurs in China 
highlights three factors of the organizational and institu-
tional environment that enable local governments to take 
action for CSPs: functional and political pressures faced by 
local government, the entrepreneurial opportunity pre-
sented for the local government, and the ability of local 
government to mobilize resources. In addition, it is the in-
itial role of local governments to establish the necessary 
institutional arrangements capable of bringing about the 
institutional changes14. 

To sum up, recent publications in CSPs from a govern-
ment perspective aim to understand how governments 
and public actors do work in CSPs. Future research could 
develop more nuanced and in-depth insights on how col-
laboration works for the diversity of governmental actors 
and various contexts and industries where CSPs operate. 
Comparative case studies might be relevant to identify 
similar or diverse patterns. The insights from recent publi-
cations have also implications for practice: externally, gov-
ernments need to communicate clearly what they can of-
fer and what potential partners can expect from a collab-
oration with government actor involvement. It may also 

help to become more explicit about whether and how 
CSPs contribute to government’s objectives. Internally, 
governments need to pay attention towards their internal 
processes and staff development regarding CSPs. 
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In recent years, research on partnerships, collabora-
tion and other forms of cross-sector interaction has 
extended to more systemic conceptions of collabo-
rative interactions for large-scale change and trans-

formation. While these ideas are not new in the organi-
sational or the institutional literature, these concepts are 
now infusing the literature on cross-sector partnerships 
(CSPs) and they demonstrate the growing range of liter-
ature that adopts a systemic approach. We have identi-
fied this as an emerging new stream of work that com-
plements and builds on the existing body of literature on 
cross-sector social partnerships.

This is illustrated in two themes that stand out in this CSP 
literature from a multi-stakeholder perspective. The first is 
a broad conceptualisation of cross-sector partnering and 
interactions as networks or as interventions at a systemic 
level, which stands in contrast to institutional approaches 
in which partnerships are conceived as entities. Partnering 
as a process is described in recent research and while gov-
ernance is still a key subject area, it is conceptualised at a 
broader level or in multiple forms. The second theme is 
the diversity of applications and settings.

Systemic Approaches and Networks for Large-
Scale Change and Transformation
These following studies highlight the processes of trans-
formation and change and show how the partnering pro-
cess can include a role for beneficiaries as active partic-
ipants rather than passive recipients. Social movements, 
activism and grass-roots organising were examined in a 
20-year longitudinal study of systemic change and so-
cietal transformation1. The study found that over time, 
different forms of networked organisations could affect 
change. In the initial stages, collective action initiatives 
were established around broad societal goals. These activ-
ities were highly centralised and dependent on a few key 
leaders, but over time they did not lead to lasting change 
and new networks developed. Another study considered 
the value created for beneficiaries, and their role and 
capacity to contribute to collective action. It concluded 
that cross-sector collaboration could provide bridging 
and mediating mechanisms2, offer support in the form of 
knowledge and expertise, and help beneficiaries to estab-
lish credibility and capacity to undertake larger projects. 
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Elsewhere in the literature, new forms of governance are 
considered. Albareda and Waddock3 apply a whole net-
work approach to develop a metagovernance framework 
directed towards corporate social responsibility initiatives. 
They highlight different levels of analysis in the network 
and conclude that the relevance of the framework is in 
the actions of the network itself towards its goals, how it 
learns as a collective, and how it evolves. To illustrate the 
complexity of governance mechanisms in CSPs, Dentoni, 
Bitzer & Schouten4 explore multiple governance process-
es and how these can be applied in an iterative manner 
and at different phases in the development of a CSP. New 
forms of governance in another CSP context reflect  the 
social nature of the collaborative processes. An integrated 
risk management process provides a change from hierar-
chical decision-making to a more inclusive governance 
approach5. This strengthens the effectiveness of actions 
and responses for all members of society with the poten-
tial for continued collaboration over the long-term.

A Diversity of Settings and Applications
In the current review period of mid-2017 to mid-2018, it 
is notable that research is based on cases and settings 
in many countries, and not only in Europe and North 
America. Subject areas explored in different country set-
tings include the dynamics of conflicting interests among 
partner organisations, the interdependence of multiple 
stakeholders, supply chain partnerships and the involve-
ment of local communities. There is also diversity in the 
application of networks and systemic approaches and this 
is illustrated in one specific area of practice, namely disas-
ter response and emergency management.

Conflicting Interests and Interdependencies
The complex dynamics around differences and conflicting 
perspectives is both theoretically important and relevant 
in practice and can change through the different phases 
of a partnering process6. Mechanisms can be applied to 
integrate the competitive drive of organisations, to identi-
fy their common interests and interdependencies and to 
drive a greater commitment and contribution to social ob-
jectives7. Rather than avoid or minimise competitive ten-
sions, some collaborations identify and leverage these dy-
namics to foster and build partnering activities. One study 
explored how conflicting interests could enable or con-
strain the ability of the CSP to address social challenges8. 
Another study found that interdependencies between 

partner organisations could moderate the adverse effects 
of conflicting institutional logics and power imbalances9. 
It concluded that where there was a high-level of interde-
pendence it was more likely that the partnership would 
persevere. 

Supply Chain Partnerships and Community 
Involvement
Supply chain partnerships offer varied perspectives from 
governance to transformation. Gualandris and Klassen ex-
plore the case of an international nonprofit that uses its 
advocacy and influence to create transformation in global 
supply chains10 and how it interacts with global compa-
nies, other nonprofit organisations, and consumers. The 
authors illustrate how these CSPs are able to support 
local communities and small-scale farmers by providing 
training and helping them to petition local African gov-
ernments to change agricultural policies. Other examples 
of studies where local communities engage in partnering 
activities include studies as far afield as rural China, Africa 
and South America. Here, it is the dynamics of partnering 
interactions that are the main focus of interest. A particular 
study around a recycling initiative11 explores the extent to 
which the workers, in this case, the recyclers, are included 
in collaborative goal-setting, implementation processes 
and outcomes. It considers power imbalances and the po-
litical dimensions of partnership activities by exploring the 
perspective of the recyclers, their perceptions and recom-
mendations to improve their socio-economic conditions.

Applying a Systemic Approach to Disaster 
Response, Emergency Management 
A number of recent studies explore systemic perspectives 
around disaster response and emergency management. 
Some insights from these studies highlight that:
·	 collaborative interactions can evolve towards broader 

networked forms of collaboration when affected com-
munities share responsibility and remain involved in 
ongoing change processes12;

·	 the involvement of communities can improve the ef-
fectiveness of disaster response CSPs13;

·	 bridging organisations can face many difficulties in 
managing and maintaining key relationships and find 
that they need to create new relationships14;

·	 networked forms of collaboration may be fragile so that 
relationships could change rapidly during a disaster 
response14 and collaborative strategies could change 
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multiple times during the course of a disaster response, 
leading to significant change in the interorganisational 
networks;

·	 defined best practices should be applied with caution 
as they may constrain stakeholder interactions and ex-
acerbate tensions and power dynamics15, rendering a 
partnership ineffective.

In Conclusion
The recent research offers many new insights and yet there 
is still much to be learnt about the dynamics of CSPs and 
how they can be mobilised to deliver systemic change. 
Clarke and Crane16 recommend that future research give 
greater attention to defining constructs such as systemic 
change and transformation and to developing research 
methods that are more theoretically challenging and ro-
bust. While stronger theory is essential, it must also be 
relevant in practice so that CSPs create social impact and 
realise systemic change for the social and environmental 
issues as well as for the partner organisations. 
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This review builds on recent practitioner reports 
and academic papers exploring cross-sector 
partnerships’ (CSPs) main opportunities and 
challenges. The term “pracademic” refers to 

such a combined analytical perspective. This past year’s 
publications focused on the key role of value co-creation 
and social innovation for CSPs’ long term success. This 
essay summaries the main win-win strategic elements a 
CSP needs to follow to be long-standing and successful. A 
particular emphasis is on the initial stage of a partnership 
– which represents one of the most delicate phases of a 
CSP – and the importance of partners to focus on recip-
rocal exchanges of information, mutual expectations, and 
main motivations1. Actually, more and more practitioner 
tools and guidebooks are attempting to support CSPs’ 
managers in co-creating social and economic value2.

It’s becoming clear that partners engaged in CSPs – espe-
cially companies – need to receive mutual benefits from 
such an engagement. For example, nonprofit organiza-
tions are requested to provide an effective and consist-
ent Business Value Proposition that outlines partnership’s 
objectives, expected benefits, social impact, economic 
value creation, and partners’ recognition4. In fact, a recent 
Canvas Model has been specifically created for cross-sec-
tor partnerships, emphasizing the key resources leading to 
value creation5. It is important to stress the expectation of 
employee engagement, the increase in sales and custom-
ers, media attention, shareholder return, and new alliances 
attraction. Practitioners recently introduced the notion of 
“growth-value proposition” in CSPs6. First, building com-
mon ground creates effective results for partners to satisfy 
the respective stakeholders’ expectations, strengthen ex-
ternal relationships, and exploit overlapping expertise and 
know-how. Growth-value CSPs require high levels of trust, 
competence, expectations alignment, and team play. To 
this purpose, one of the main efforts a partner should 
invest in is to make the other partners believe they will 
get as much socio-economic value as possible through 
the alliance. In the nascent phases of the partnership, it is 
fundamental to show competence not only to effective-
ly set realistic expectations, but also to ensure that social 
value creation will be concretely accomplished from ide-
as to practice. CSPs can be unique and rare if managed 
in this effective way. Actually, growth-value partnerships 
do not follow the mass production rules, on the contrary 
they need ad hoc assessment and hands-on customiza-
tion. This is essential to build long-term interactions that 

How to Develop 
Win-Win Situations in 
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“There is nothing in business today that 
provides as much economic and social 
benefit, on as many levels, to as many 
stakeholders, as a strategic partnership 
between any combination of the 
nonprofit, for-profit, education and 
government sectors when focused on the 
greater good. Nothing else comes even 
close.” (Bruce Burtch3)
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will naturally cope with unexpected and unpredictable 
events, which require more and more team-play attitudes 
as time passes. Hence, planning and monitoring are inev-
itable steps a successful growth-value CSP needs to pay 
attention to7.
 
Recently, vital must-haves to strengthen CSPs have been 
outlined8, including: (1) inclusionary criteria, which refer to 
a sort of initial “wish list” aimed at assessing partners’ inter-
ests, habits, goals, and expectations complementarity; (2) 
meaningful purpose, referring to the main “why” of the CSP, 
plays a crucial role in understanding what the partners are 
simultaneously attempting to accomplish through the al-
liance in order to be aligned toward the same objective; 
(3) exclusionary criteria, by which NPOs exclude potentially 
controversial categories of industries – such as tobacco, 
gambling, spirits or oil and gas, pharma, fast food – careful-
ly assessing the mission and business plan of the for-profit 
partner; (4) scenario planning, this is extremely important 
to avoid/prevent possible failures in the future; an effec-
tive way to do this is to evaluate a corporate-nonprofits 
partnership “premortems”; (5) out clauses, which are an 
important “way out” allowing partners to protect their im-
age and reputation whether failures happen. In this sense, 
precise terms of agreement covering a wide set of both 
best and worst scenarios seem crucial9. These must-haves 
represent core elements allowing a win-win strategy for 
CSPs, which is increasingly requested by funders, com-
panies and nonprofit management10. To do so, it appears 
fundamental to identify collaboration opportunities at the 
beginning of the alliance setting stages, to mutually es-
tablish relationship building and trust that will last during 
the entire partnership. 

Finally, four main key points are reported in the form of 
questions and solutions that CSPs’ managers have to think 
about before engaging in the alliance11: (a) KNOWLEDGE: 
Do we have a nuanced understanding of the potential 
role of the partner in our socio-economic mission? (pos-
sible solution: accurate mapping of initial stakeholders); 
(b) MOTIVATION: What are the different incentives we 
may rely on for effectively involving the partner in our 
business/mission? (possible solution: constant mapping of 
strategic resources); (c) TRUST: How do we convince our 
partner to bring its competence and expertise into the al-
liance? (possible solution: iterative planning of partnering); 
(d) ALIGNMENT: How will we and our partner cope with 

inevitable conflicts of conflicts of interest and unexpected 
problems during the partnership? (possible solution: col-
laboration agreement template).

Overall, these “pracademic” insights stress the importance 
for partners to accurately prepare the initiation phase of 
the CSP, which represents one of the most delicate stages 
of the partnership. Particularly, in order to establish sustain-
able win-win situations, it is important to mutually set out 
a “wish list” of the involved partners, especially taking into 
consideration all the stakeholders interests, expectations, 
and possible conflicts and misalignments. Moreover, the 
need for CSPs managers to regularly set out, follow, moni-
tor, and eventually adapt to precise “rules” of behavior that 
are needed for successful enduring partnerships emerged 
as crucial elements. In this way, long-term sustainable op-
portunities of social value creation may be accomplished. 
Otherwise, due to unpredictable and unexpected draw-
backs, CSPs are likely to become inconvenient failures.
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change in US national disaster prepared-
ness system, conducted in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Sandy in New Jersey. Importantly, 
our study shows that considerable changes 
to the disaster preparedness system have 
been catalyzed by experiences from major 
disasters, especially the successes and failures 
of cross-sector interaction. These have led to 
systemic impacts across the system as part of 
a long-term process.
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Almost 30 years after the publication of her influential book “Collaborating: Finding Common Ground for Multi-party Problems” 
(1989), Prof. Barbara Gray has joined forces with long-time colleague and co-author on various publications Prof. Jill Purdy. 
Together, they published the sequel “Collaborating for our Future: Multistakeholder Partnerships for Solving Complex Problems”. It 
is a great opportunity for ARSP to speak to these two thought leaders and learn about the problems and potential of multistake-
holder partnerships (MSPs) for solving the tough issues faced by government, society and organisations today. Although fierce 
advocates of collaboration themselves, their book comes with a warning: “partnerships are not panaceas”. Time to find out why. 

Collaborating For Our 
Future: Although the 
Most Promising, Not 
the Easiest Road AheadInterview by

Iteke van Hille
PhD candidate, VU University 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Prof. Barbara Gray
Professor of Organizational Behavior & Smeal Executive 
Programs Faculty Fellow, Emerita at The Pennsylvania 
State University.

Prof. Jill Purdy
Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs at 
the University of Washington Tacoma and a Professor of 
Management in the Milgard School of Business.
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Iteke van Hille (IvH): In the preface, the book is in-
troduced as a sequel to Barbara’s earlier book 
“Collaborating” (1989). Why did you think this was the 
right time to publish a sequel?
 
Barbara Gray (BG): It should probably have been written 
at least 10 years ago. The previous book focused large-
ly on the US and originated out of an interest in conflict 
management and dispute resolution. However, since then 
the world has changed dramatically and there are a lot of 
dire problems that have catapulted partnerships to center 
stage. For example sustainability issues, inequality, and hu-
man trafficking. We can go on and on about the global 
problems that scholars are now beginning to try to address 
in our field. 

Jill Purdy (JP): Another reason is the growth in attention 
to different forms of cross-sector partnerships in various 
literatures, which unfortunately tended to happen in silos. 
Both Barbara and I felt a bit of frustration from time to time 
that there was not a place where all these conversations 
were gathered together. We agreed that both scholars 
and practitioners would benefit from some robust theo-
rizing about cross-sector partnerships. Also, much of the 
work over the past years tends to have a topical orienta-
tion, not always strongly rooted in a coherent theoretical 
background. Embedding the topic in institutional theory 
– as we do in our book – will hopefully offer more explan-
atory power and a framework that has the potential to be 
used across all these different focal areas. 

BG: I agree it’s important to have a theoretical perspective 
on partnerships. I don’t think the book is a theory of part-
nerships, as much as it’s a theory of how partnerships are in-
fluencing fields and how fields have effects on partnerships. 
That is why we drew on institutional theory in the book.  

IvH: You mention that the world has changed dramat-
ically over the past decades. What do you consider to 
be the major changes or shifts in partnership-thinking, 
research and practice since Collaborating? 

JP: Last year we attended a conference about multi-stake-
holder initiatives, where we met with many people who 
are working in this area, spearheading or leading partner-
ships, supporting or evaluating them. We found they were 
hungry for theory to support their work. We did not set 

out to develop the grand theory of partnerships, but the 
theoretical contribution of our book is important – to pro-
vide a framework that would help them understand some 
of the deeper dynamics that they were encountering. 

In terms of practice, the world has also changed. We have 
seen a rise in transnational partnerships, which is the main 
partnership type we focus on in the book. In these part-
nerships it is important to understand how dynamics that 
might be global and transnational are interconnected 
with more national and local efforts. These issues make 
partnerships different from what we have discussed in lit-
erature so far, and they expand the horizons of what we 
might talk about. 

BG: In terms of research, much has happened since 
Collaborating. There was an incredible amount of work 
for us to synthesize this time. In the first book, I was 
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generating a lot of ideas and pulling together some em-
pirical work that had been done in dispute resolution and 
management.  This time we had a wealth of examples 
to draw from, however not a real overarching theoreti-
cal framework within which to make sense out of these. 
So that’s what we’ve been trying to contribute with this 
book, which was really rewritten from top to bottom. I 
think we have a total of perhaps five to seven pages worth 
of material that came from my previous book. 

IvH: You mention the rise in transnational partnerships. 
Can you elaborate on how these differ from what we 
know so far about multi-stakeholder partnerships? 

BG: One critical issue that arises when talking about trans-
national partnerships is the issue of different levels includ-
ed in the partnership – which we devote a full chapter to in 
this new book. Partnering across levels has consequences 

for example when talking about the question of impact. 
For example, international sustainability standards may 
work well for the businesses involved. But looking at the 
impact of these standards for the farmers on the very low-
est level of the partnership, impact is not always there or 
might even be adverse. Farmers have to make trade-offs: 
but the time it takes to learn and develop these tech-
niques for sustainable farming might impact their income 
negatively, or may increase their work load. So looking at 
the differential impacts of partnerships at different levels 
has generated an important topic for further research.   

JP: Transnational partnerships are often about sustainabil-
ity challenges, which are some of the most fundamental 
challenges we face globally. There is also a separate chap-
ter in our book on partnerships for sustainability, which 
builds on the systematic review Barbara conducted with 
Jenna Stites back in 2013 (published by nbs.net). In some 
ways, their review was a catalyst for our book overall, as 
they gathered together basically all that is known about 
partnerships in that area which helped us to widen our 
lens for the book and look at what we could learn from 
these partnerships. The practice around sustainability is 
perhaps a more coherent field, and therefore presenting 
this as a separate chapter allows readers to get a different 
view, compared to the topical sweep or case focus that 
you find in other parts of our book.

BG: Many of the partnerships on sustainability that Jenna 
and I found in that systematic review were bilateral ex-
change relationships between NGOs and businesses, and 
do not qualify as multistakeholder partnerships in the 
definition that Jill and I adopt in our book. 

However, if sustainability partnerships become cross-sec-
toral, dig deeper and start to change supply chains, they 
have a greater chance of impact and are more interesting 
to us as scholars. There are many sustainability partner-
ships operating at the transnational level, which makes it 
important to address the issue of impact and how impact 
may differ across the different levels. 

IvH: During the 2016 CSSP Symposium in Toronto, 
Barbara you presented a keynote speech, in which you 
mentioned the importance of understanding the role 
of power, how it is displayed in partnerships and the 
need for more research in this area. Could you tell us 
more about (the importance of) power dynamics in 
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transnational partnerships that address global sustain-
ability issues?

BG: I’m going to let Jill take the first cut at this one since 
she was the lead author on the power chapter. 

JP: Absolutely, power has been a theme of my work with 
Barbara for many years, and it is of such obvious impor-
tance in partnerships. One of the things that we really 
wanted to bring to the table was the idea of episodic 
versus systemic power. Episodic is what you might feel 
or experience in a partnership, for example, leverage or 
power sources you can use to wield influence in negotia-
tions. Systemic draws more heavily on an institutional the-
ory approach and considers the dynamics that are already 
embedded in the systems that we are living in and that 
have become taken for granted. Systemic power may not 
be felt by partners, or may not be visible but by all means 
it does shape the fundamental aspects of partnerships. It 
relates also to Barbara’s earlier comment on impact: pow-
erful partners may walk away from a partnership feeling 
satisfied, but those stakeholders with lower status with-
in a society may not reap the benefits, or may face ad-
ditional pressure as a result of an apparently successful 
partnership. 

BG: Indeed, and this issue of systemic power also comes 
back in our final chapter, where we develop a framework 
in which we identify four different types of fields that take 
into consideration the degree to which power among 
the field’s actors is skewed. We use a case example from 
Ecuador, where the indigenous people had been defined 
as non-citizens and therefore did not consider themselves 
to be stakeholders in the issue and weren’t considered in 
decisions about their future.  It took conscious raising by 
NGOs to convince them of their opportunity and right to 
express their voice – but this process has to take place be-
fore the partnership can be successfully implemented. 

This example shows how many partnerships are initiated 
at tipped tables, and it is important to understand the 
difference between what collaboration among relative 
equals can be versus attempting to collaborate when you 
have huge power differences which we don’t believe is 
possible. So we looked at what sort of processes are nec-
essary to move parties to a starting place where collabora-
tion could have some chance of success. This means that 

we have to move from a tipped-table situation (in a field 
where power disparities are large), to a situation where the 
parties may perhaps see the world differently, but they 
both have enough voice that they can talk with sufficient 
power to engage one another. So we identified these dif-
ferent pathways that we feel must precede collaboration 
in order to achieve the desired outcomes. 

IvH: Government also has a role to play in partnerships. 
Can you elaborate on how collaborative governance 
differs from multi-stakeholder partnerships (involving 
only businesses and NGOs)? 

JP: One way in which collaborative governance differs, is 
because governments have a different source of power 
or legitimacy compared to NGOs or business: we expect 
the government to act in the best interest or quality of life 
of its citizens, the people they govern. Particularly when 
the government is leading the partnership, this makes a 
big difference compared to partnerships in which govern-
ment is not included. 

We also wanted to capture some shifts in public adminis-
tration theory acknowledging that government may not 
have the capacity to tackle certain challenges or issues 
anymore, and they have to collaborate with business and 
NGOs – which is very evident in the world of practice in 
order to get things done. There is an increasing recog-
nition of some of the government failures in addressing 
large scale problems that fall in their laps, and their need 
for resources to come from other sectors of society. This, 
however, also works the other way around. Sometimes, 
governments have a status or authority that allows them 
to convene, or requires them to participate in issues that 
cannot be tackled by the private or non-profit sectors 
alone. 
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BG: Of course it can also be difficult to work with govern-
ment, especially in those countries where governments 
are less stable. In any situation where the government has 
the ability to shut down the partnership, it is prudent to 
have some kind of connection with the government. They 
do not necessarily need to convene or lead the partner-
ship, but at least endorse it. This is something that other 
parties have to think about when starting multistakehold-
er partnerships in those countries.  

Cross-level dynamics are also at play within collaborative 
governance. For example, when talking about transna-
tional standard setting there is no national government 
that can convene, and consequently you have to look for 
a UN-type format, including representatives from multiple 
governments, and an international steering committee 
that manages the partnership. However, this makes for 
extremely complex partnership designs, and that is one 
of the reasons why they are often not as effective as we 
would like them to be. 

JP: I would add to that, that challenges with regard to the 
role and position of government don’t necessarily get a lot 
easier just because you are in a situation of stability. There 
are always power dynamics that need to be navigated. 
Especially when working on multiple levels questions of 
jurisdiction, rights of decision making and accountability 
will come in – what is required is clarity about where the 
boundaries are and who is responsible for what. 

IvH: Finally, I want to ask you to take a peek into the 
future: what do you think are the trends in partnership 
thinking that need further attention, both in research 
and practice, and why do you think those trends are go-
ing to be important going forward?

BG: On a positive note, I think there is a lot of potential to 
develop new skills as a society. I have an example where 
I started as an activist back in the sixties, what then be-
came a dialogue at the collaborative table, and eventu-
ally led to small policy changes: and I heard about three 
months ago that this law is still in place. I think it will be 
the millennials and young people that have to carry the 
flag with these new skills. So yes, we will all learn better 
ways to work together, and that is going to be imperative. 
But my pessimistic side says, the world has never gotten 
to that point in the past. Instead, we tend to go in cycles. 

We have golden periods and horrendous periods. And 
it is not looking great at the moment, from a leadership 
standpoint. I have never felt really confident in predicting 
the success of collaborations over time, especially now. 
But I would certainly like to believe that we can begin to 
change people’s minds about what is necessary to have 
the kind of quality of life for everyone that we, in our lofti-
est moments, aspire to. 

JP: I would hope that we would be able to discuss impact, 
and look more carefully at how disenfranchised people 
and these different social structures that we have built in 
places around the world are favored or disfavored by the 
partnership work that’s being done. But also see the im-
pact on the burning questions or problems that bring us 
together in the first place. 

BG: There are large expectations of multistakeholder part-
nerships, however it is crucial that practitioners do not 
move ahead with this lofty idea that all we have to do is to 
sit down and work together and things will be fine. That 
is what I tried to say in the first book very clearly: part-
nerships are not a panacea, and that is one of the things 
we repeated from that book. We have to understand the 
dynamics that can get in the way, that can unravel col-
laboration. We have to understand how to handle power 
differences and conflict effectively and be careful not to 
leave stakeholders out who should be at the table. It is 
easy to get hyped up about the value of partnerships, and 
I don’t know that there is another viable option. However, 
we have to be careful that we don’t count our success 
without checking the actual outcomes for all stakeholders 
at differing levels.

IvH: Thank you very much Barbara and Jill for this inspiring 
and informative interview. 
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W elcome to the Pedagogy Section! Our 
goal is to create a space for presenting 
teaching and learning resources and 
ideas relevant for individual learning, the 

academic classroom, and practitioner workshops. This in-
cludes sharing innovative pedagogy, curriculum, course 
design, assessments, and exercises, as well as highlighting 
the wisdom of cross-sectoral thought-leaders for CSSP-re-
lated teaching and learning.

This year’s section is focused on assumptions – the many 
things we consider and accept as true without question 
or proof. In the context of CSSP pedagogy, this applies 
to the countless assumptions we make as teachers or 
CSSP workshop instructors about the participants, about 
the way they may perceive us, and about how the teach-
ing content may apply to different contexts. Against this 
backdrop, Helena H. Knight reached out to her network of 
international scholars and practitioners, and, in this sec-
tion’s first contribution, alerts us to the assumption-relat-

Uncovering 
the Assumptions 
We Make

by Lea Stadtler
Associate Professor, Grenoble 
Ecole de Management, 
France

e di  to ria   l
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ed pitfalls that arise when teaching or discussing CSSP-re-
lated topics internationally. You will learn about a varied 
set of experiences, highlighting that differences across 
cultural, socio-economic, and political settings, sector-re-
lated perspectives, and the program context indeed mat-
ter and suggesting ways to address this challenge.

But managing assumptions is also a central topic in the 
CSSP practice, including the partners’ (often different) as-
sumptions about the focal societal problem and potential 
solutions, assumptions about themselves and the other 
collaboration partners, as well as about how to interact 
and work togetheri. In the second article, Lili Mundle and 
David Hyatt introduce a case study on the partnership 

between Walmart and the Environmental Defense Fund 
as a baseline for addressing this topic in classrooms and 
workshop settings. Presenting the case study as a discus-
sion starter, they provide a set of concrete ideas, tools, and 
resources for encouraging assumption-related reflection 
and learning. 

Assumptions yet play an important cognitive role, as Minu 
Hemmati, founder of the Multi-Stakeholder Processes 
for Sustainable Development eV, explains in a comple-
mentary interview with Lili. You will further learn about 
her experience with and practical recommendations for 
dealing with assumptions. 

The section then closes with an invitation to combine 
fun and reflection in classroom and workshop settings: 
Adriane MacDonald and Stephen Dann describe how 
to use Lego Serious PlayTM

 for participants to uncover 
CSSP-related assumptions. Lego Serious Play is a facili-
tation method to foster creative thinking through team 
building metaphors of identities and experiences using 
Lego bricks. And while many of us associate Lego with 
childhood games, the here presented exercise shows 

how purposeful play can help create a shared environ-
ment for exploring real-world problems. 

As these contributions suggest, the way forward to man-
aging assumptions as a teacher, workshop facilitator, or 
CSSP practitioner is probably creating awareness, active 
listening, and questioning. This aligns with recent insights 
from Alison Wood Brooks and Leslie K. Johnii portraying 
the art of questioning as a uniquely powerful tool for 
unlocking value: “It spurs learning and the exchange of 
ideas, it fuels innovation and performance improvement, 
it builds rapport and trust among team members.”

The Pedagogy Section 2018 provides a modest, yet di-
verse collection of assumption-related resources – in-
cluding narratives, a teaching case, an interview, and a 
teaching innovation to start a conversation. Presenting 
these different contributions would not have been pos-
sible without our new sponsor, Partnerships2030. We 
would like to express our gratitude for this support, and 
invite you to learn more about their work on page 48.

Enjoy reading this year’s pedagogy collection and please 
let me know if you have ideas, tools, and resources to 
share: lea.stadlter(at)grenoble-em.com.
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T he German platform Partnerships2030 is 
proud to sponsor this year’s Pedagogy Sec-
tion. As a broker, facilitator, and educator in 
the field of multi-stakeholder partnerships, we 

are aware of the importance of strengthening people’s 
ability to partner. We see the opportunity to support the 
section as an important contribution for strengthening 
partnering competencies around the world.

Who Are We?
Partnerships2030 is a German national platform fostering 
multi-stakeholder partnerships (MSPs) for sustainable de-
velopment in line with the United Nations’ 2030 Agen-
da. Founded in 2015, a team of six consultants pools the 
expertise and experience of the GIZ and Engagement 
Global – bengo on behalf of the German Federal Minis-
try for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ). 
The services provided by these organizations help diverse 
partners to successfully work together to pursue sustain-
able development.

MSPs in Germany?
There are currently more than 40 MSPs with German part-
ners striving for a more sustainable world. Partners from 
diverse sectors work in Germany and abroad to transform 
supply chains, fight corruption, or provide health-care ser-
vices. Want to know more? Go to the profiles of MSPs with 
German partners.

What Do We Do?
We are aware that a successful partnership requires a great 
deal of time, know-how and resources. This is why we of-
fer diverse support services for MSPs, which include:
•	 Hosting workshops to develop new MSP ideas; 
•	 Advising new and existing MSPs on their particular 

concerns; 
•	 Connecting potential partners to develop new 

MSPs;
•	 Facilitating peer-learning forums for partners work-

ing in MSPs as well as other practitioners supporting 
such partnerships; 

•	 Providing funding for German civil society organiza-
tions working in MSPs through Engagement Global - 
bengo;

•	 Informing on the latest MSP news and know-how. For 
example, get practical tips and tricks or read a study 
on success factors of MSPs.

Want to learn more about our services or get involved? 
Visit us at www.partnerships2030.com. 

Contact 
 info@partnerschaften2030.de
+49 228 4460-3856

Partnerships2030: Fostering 
Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships for 
Sustainable Development

SP ON SO R SH I P

Partnerships
2030 

https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.giz.de/en/html/index.html
https://bengo.engagement-global.de/
https://bengo.engagement-global.de/
https://www.bmz.de/en/
https://www.bmz.de/en/
https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/map-in-der-praxis/
https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/bengo/
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Taking Stock of 
Teaching CSSI across 
Institutional Settings: 
Contextualising 
Unconscious Bias

by Helena H. Knight
Assistant Professor, CEPS, Sultan Qaboos 
University, Sultanate of Oman

Do you know the sinking feeling of seeing va-
cant expressions on your students’ or work-
shop participants’ faces, having just given it 
your best—your ego in freefall? The dreaded 

worry of ‘losing touch’ creeps in from the shadows of our 
conscience. But in cross-sector social interactions (CSSI), a 
discipline where even the underpinning concepts remain 
contested, could this form of self-reflection be misguid-
ed? Could it simply be another case of ‘unconscious bias’ 
that has emerged unashamedly to shake up our routines 
in recent years? No, not quite the infamous unconscious 
bias that prompted Starbucks’ racial-bias employee train-
ing, but rather the personal ‘baggage’ that may slip into 
our professional lives as CSSI instructors and trainers. As 
Lauren McCarthy writes in ARSP 11 on teaching gender 
against the backdrop of CSSI, how gender is framed, its 
historical positioning, and the impact of multicultural 
perspectives, among others, bear significantly on teach-
ing gender. With this piece, I hope to start a conversation 
about unconscious biases in teaching or giving work-
shops on CSSI. The aim is to propose an initial roadmap 
of how to tackle at least some of the pitfalls lurking in the 
assumptions that we make when teaching CSSI to dif-
ferent audiences. And who better to ask than the wider 
CSSI community to share their experiences of becoming 
aware of their own unconscious biases in teaching CSSI. 

It’s easy to assume ubiquitous ‘general’ knowledge of the 
whats, hows and whys of CSSI, especially as the literature 
tells us that cross-sector partnering has established itself 
as a 21st century governance approach confronting the 

increasingly ‘wicked’ social problems across the globe1. 
Recycling, purchasing products in cause-related cam-
paigns, buying fair trade products, and rewarding ‘good’ 
corporate practices are all part and parcel of our daily 
lives. As academics or practitioner trainers, like everyone 
else, we naturally construct our assumptions about the 
world and our discipline against the backdrop of our daily 
lives. 

Academia and the market for CSSI training though has 
become a global affair, and many instructors have found 
themselves dispatched from their home country to de-
liver CSSI content  abroad, or at the very least have wel-
comed international students in their sessions. And as 
we roam, we naturally carry our unconscious biases with 
us to these ‘new’ audiences, which are often marked by 
a unique and vastly different grounding. To account for 
the obvious differences, the study materials are duly up-
dated with more contextualised cases, ready to share our 
expertise. At least until the moment of panic in the face 
of vacant gazes alluded to in the opening sentence. Is it 
time to take stock of our assumptions, not just the cases? 

This was the reality I came to face as I arrived fresh from 
the UK to an Omani university a few years ago. My first 
time in the Middle East, I had prepared and was armed 
with local examples and what cases I could find, and 
things got off to a good start. Until the discussion reached 
the point of marketing ethics. To illustrate the point of 
cross-sector collaboration as one of the approaches to in-
tegrating ethics into marketing, I described cause-related 
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marketing campaigns where business joins forces with a 
non-profit by linking the company’s sales to the nonprof-
it’s cause. Enter the blank stares. Not even the carefully 
chosen, locally relevant example video, Toms’ ‘Buy a pair, 
give a pair’, changed the glaringly obvious: Most of my 
students had no idea what I was talking about. And as 
very soon transpired in further discussions, many of my 
Omani students were largely unaware of the concepts of 
corporate social responsibility, or ethical business. ‘Good’ 
business was associated with quality products, and at a 
push, with donations to the needy. 

My ‘unchecked’ personal assumption that the Omani stu-
dents shared the same degree of awareness and under-
standing of ethics and social responsibility in business as 
students in the UK shows the need to consider the im-
pact of multicultural perspectives in teaching CSSI. And 
as I was re-writing the syllabus to better reflect the Omani 
environment, I kept thinking about what other assump-
tions we are guilty of when sharing our CSSI knowledge 
with our audiences. So, I decided to reach out to the CSSI 
community to find out more about their experiences of 
unconscious bias in teaching CSSI. Here are our initial 
thoughts.

Macroenvironment and Knowledge about 
CSSI and Its Major Concepts
A recent United Nation’s World Economic Prospect re-
port2 shows that as we travel south and east from Europe, 
we largely encounter countries that face significant devel-
opmental challenges. In considering that finding solutions 
to ‘wicked’ developmental issues is the premise of CSSI, 
developing countries are commonly the destination to 
which CSSI instructors travel. The sharing of related teach-
ing experiences can be hugely beneficial to help secure 
sustainable development, so long as we engage in what 
Ann Cunliffe (2004)3 refers to as critically reflexive practice. 
The starting point for critically reflecting on the uncon-
scious biases we may carry are thus the regional variations 
of partnership priorities due to different macro environ-
mental forces that bear upon them as reported recently by 

the Partnership Resource Centre4. The Hague Centre’s5 
multipolar priorities and interpretations of sustainable de-
velopment (SD) as an outcome of noteworthy economic, 
environmental, social and political disparities give further 
weight to the importance of critical reflexive practice in 
teaching CSSI globally. So how does the multipolarity of 
understanding SD translate to improving CSSI pedagogy 
and training? 

Understanding Structural Factors that 
Influence the Audience’s Awareness, 
Knowledge and Experience 
Firstly, varied institutional practices may influence the 
quality and quantity of information about CSSI-related 
concepts available to people in the different contexts, and 
their ability to develop appropriate knowledge of the sub-
ject. In developing countries, such information is much 
less accessible6. My own experience in Oman is shared by 
others as I found out when I reached out to the commu-
nity. For example, Frea Haandrikman, a Faculty Liaison at 
Erasmus University, recollected a similar experience when 
she worked as a Lecturer in Sustainable Development at 
MEF University in Turkey: 

“One of my invited guest speakers focused on businesses in 
partnerships, and the  students were completely unaware 
of the possibility of businesses actually caring, or  having 
to care about sustainable development. Before starting 
the course, they see it  as a state or civil society thing.” 

You might think that you can escape this issue if you stay 
in the comforts of your home institutions. But as Professor 
Ken Peattie from Cardiff Business School in the UK ex-
plains, you may be caught short. Ken has found that in 

The starting point for critically 
reflecting on the unconscious 
biases we may carry are thus the 
regional variations of partnership 
priorities due to different macro 
environmental forces that bear upon 
them. 

‘Good’ business was associated with 
quality products, and at a push, with 
donations to the needy. 
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https://www.rsm.nl/fileadmin/Images_NEW/Faculty_Research/Partnership_Resource_Centre/brochure-How-to-make-cross-partnerships-work-2013.pdf
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teaching sustainability to students from developing coun-
tries at Cardiff, although these students are often “quite into 
sustainability issues, they have a very ‘green’ environmental, 
rather than social perspective, on what sustainability entails”. 
Therefore, we need to consider that aside from a shortage 
of relevant information, people in different contexts may 
lack the opportunity to develop knowledge from observ-
ing CSSIs in practice or they may be prevented from ac-
cessing essential information.

Macroenvironment and Conflicting 
Worldviews: Understanding the Influence 
of Contextual and Cultural Assumptions on 
Values, Beliefs and Priorities
All of us are products of our environment, yet our envi-
ronmental cues can sometimes be diametrically opposed. 
Professor John Ickes from INCAE Business School in Costa 
Rica suggests that a lack of understanding of the nuanced 
contextual and cultural aspects may take us by surprise 
when we travel as teachers, trainers, advisors and practi-
tioners of CSSI:

“What is irrelevant in a US company is not necessarily so 
in a Central American country emerging from civil war... 
Shortly after the Nicaraguan revolution in 1979, the INCAE 
Business School was asked by the Ford Foundation to put 
together a series of management seminars for the recent-
ly-appointed managers of state agricultural enterprises, 
most of whom were former guerrillas with no manage-
ment experience. Among the professors recruited was a 
well-known Harvard Business School accounting profes-
sor. On one trip to a state rice farm, he noted that the com-
paný s balance sheet included such details as the number 
of hand-held calculators. He suggested that they simplify 
the financial statements and focus on the important ex-
pense items. The manageŕ s response was “Here, calcula-
tors are among the most precious items...” 

Understanding specific contexts, how things work and 
why, whether it is related to economic situation or cultural 
values and beliefs, can prevent unnecessary ‘sticky’ situa-
tions in engaging our audiences. So get that ‘handshake’ 
right!

Knowing Your Audience 
How we go about delivering CSSI content can differ sig-
nificantly on the type of audience we work with. In un-
dergraduate teaching, we often work with a blank slate, 

building knowledge from scratch, whilst correcting some 
lived ‘unconscious biases.’ Professor Ken Peattie explains 
that the very ‘green’ sustainability exists among under-
graduates more generally: “when we did a 20th Birthday 
Celebration for the Brundtland Report, we got 20 UK under-
graduates to talk about what sustainability meant to them, 
and it was all about recycling, saving energy, organic food 
etc.” Hence, although using contextually-relevant exam-
ples may help build sound knowledge bottom-up and 
ensure our students are better informed to critically an-
alyse cases, as some colleagues discovered in ‘new’ con-
texts, we first need to make sure that students possess 
relevant skills:

“To be able to think, analyse, and work in the field of SD, 
partnerships, etc. you need critical thinking skills. Turkish 
students are often not taught these in high school! So I 
designed two sets of goals for the course: topic-related 
knowledge goals and a list of SKILLS related goals. My 
Turkish students also had major issues with understanding 
what a problem was and that looking at OTHER solutions 
was okay! So the final project included: ‘mention a solu-
tion that has been tried before’.”
(Frea Haandrikman)

Therefore, to successfully transfer knowledge, in our reflec-
tions we need to ensure that the groundwork for grasping 
the complexities of CSSI exists. 

And this brings us to the final point, the much bemoaned 
disconnect between academia and real-world. At the re-
cent CSSI symposium in Copenhagen, I observed this dis-
connect during a presentation on addressing SD. A prac-
titioner asked the presenting academic a simple question 
that turned out to be looming: “What do you mean by sus-
tainable development, because in academia, you seem to be 

Understanding specific contexts, 
how things work and why, whether 
it is related to economic situation 
or cultural values and beliefs, 
can prevent unnecessary ‘sticky’ 
situations in engaging our audiences. 
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talking about it differently to us?” This simple question of ‘are 
we speaking the same language?’ signals a critical alert for 
CSSI trainers. Brian McCollow, Founder and CEO of Infinity 
Squared, deliberated on this issue:

“I am intrigued at the focus on defining ‘it’ [panacea of 
CSSIs] in academia... ‘it’ is irrelevant when compared to 
the overall picture! Because it means so incredibly many 
different things at different times and in different contexts. 
But then again, it reveals the larger picture as being totally 
incoherent.”

Brian further reflected on his experience advising on com-
plex partnerships in global development and policy har-
monization as full of surprises and ‘crazy zig-zags’. Owing 
to divergent organising logics that cross-sector partners 
bring to the table, effective decision making sometimes 
suffers. Moreover, such lack of coherence in framing 
among different CSSI constituents carries significant im-
plications for CSSI pedagogy. As CSSI instructors we need 
to reflect on who the members of our audience are when 
preparing course materials to try to overcome potential 
issues and misunderstandings of the different logics that 
not only different audiences but also different participants 
within the same audience may operate within. 

One approach to keeping this last (in this series) uncon-
scious bias in check may be boundary-spanning CSSI 
reflection sessions which, together with ARSP, would act 
as the stepping stones towards ‘gelling’ the communities 
and developing a common framework. As concluded by 
Brian McCollow:

“... There is so much more collaboration that can exist from 
natural partners – if only we bring together experts who 
cross fields and jurisdictions and organizational types. We 
need to bring more ’IT’ to the table!”

Many of us teach CSSI to express our enthusiasm for co-cre-
ating solutions to those wicked social problems. We de-
velop our courses with every intention to design inclusive 
learning environments by building on our knowledge. Yet, 

unless we take stock of what our audiences bring to the 
table, we remain stuck in the ‘sole creation’ mode, which 
our overarching CSSI theory suggests only produces mar-
ginal value. For CSSI pedagogy to truly flourish, the time 
has come to take stock of our unconscious biases. The 
experiences presented here strive to be the initial step to 
developing a full framework for pan-contextual CSSI ped-
agogy, with the rest waiting for further insights from the 
CSSI community, perhaps starting with your experience. 
So please connect: helenahknight(at)gmail.com

Thanks to the following colleagues for sharing 
their experiences and providing introductions:

Professor Ken Peattie, Professor of Marketing and 
Strategy, Cardiff Business School, Cardiff, United Kingdom

Professor John C. Ickes, Profesor de Administración de 
Empresas, INCAE Business School, Alajuela, Costa Rica / 
Montefresco, Nicaragua

Ms Frea Haandrikman, MSc., Faculty Liaison Social 
Sciences, Erasmus University, Netherlands

Mr Brian McCollow, Founder and CEO, Infinity Squared, 
USA

Dr Fahri Benli, Assistant Professor, College of Economics 
and Political Science, Sultan Qaboos University, Sultanate 
of Oman

Professor James Austin, Eliot I. Snider and Family 
Professor of Business Administration, Emeritus, Harvard 
Business School, USA
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A Pedagogy for Uncovering 
Assumptions in Cross-Sector 
Partnerships

T hat people and organizations from different 
sectors often have difficulty collaborating is 
not surprising. After all, they come with fun-
damentally different organizing logics and or-

ganizational purpose and sometimes even from differing 
cultural backgrounds1. Collaborations however become 
problematic when the participants have different as-
sumptions about the purpose for collaborating2, or when 
they have different assumptions about the logics or op-
erations of their partner and don’t know what to expect 
from the other side3. In this contribution we introduce a 
case study that can be used as teaching or training ma-
terial, or shared among partners for discussion to illus-
trate some examples of these assumptions. We explore 
assumptions, both about the partners and the partner-
ship, in particular when they become problematic for the 
partnership. Following the case, we present additional as-
sumption-related teaching and practice tools.

What are Assumptions?
While assumptions can often be explicit and expressed 
without requirements of supporting evidence, we often 
think of them as unconscious beliefs that we have about 
other people, organizations, or situations4. They are a way 
in which our brain streamlines decision and learning pro-
cesses. Our assumptions can potentially work in our favor, 
if the assumptions are formed by being constantly ex-
posed to a particular situation and then later applied to 
a similar situation. Cross-sector partnerships often involve 
decision-making in unfamiliar situations with unfamiliar 
partners, and assumptions we bring to the table can hin-
der the partnering process.

What is this Case About? 
This case study presents a view of an ongoing partnership 
between the giant retailer Walmart and the nongovern-
mental organization (NGO) Environmental Defense Fund, 
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from the perspective of three individuals managing the 
relationship in its early years5. The case study illustrates 
what assumptions can arise in partnerships between 
business and NGOs when partnering, such as assump-
tions about the relative influence of partners, assumptions 
about intentions and abilities, assumptions about strategy 
and project prioritization, and assumptions about values. 
The case highlights especially the assumptions that the 
Environmental Defense Fund had made about Walmart as 
it sought to influence its business practices.
 

Case Study: 

The Environmental 
Defense Fund 
and Walmart

Aspirations. In 2007 the Environmental Defense Fund 
(EDF) established an office in Bentonville Arkansas, just 
down the street from the headquarters of the largest 
corporations in the world, Walmart. EDF staff were 
working from a powerful and hopeful assumption: 

…think of Walmart as a train moving by and the goal 
was to grab on any place you could get a handhold 
and work your way up toward the engine, and if you 
did it right by the time you got up to the engine they’d 
let you start to steer. 
Michelle Harvey, Project Director, EDF

The office opened just two years after leaders in the 
environmental group had taken then Walmart CEO Lee 
Scott to the top of Mount Washington to see first-hand 
the effects of climate change. Shortly after the trip, Scott 
launched the company on a journey to improve its own 
environmental impact through three aspirational goals: 
to be supplied 100 percent by renewable energy, to 
produce zero waste, and to sell products that sustained 
people and the environment. 

U n cov e ri  n g A ssump  t i o ns

Cross-sector partnerships often 
involve decision-making in 
unfamiliar situations with unfamiliar 
partners, and assumptions we 
bring to the table can hinder the 
partnering process.
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Business Opportunities. By 2008 the company, 
known earlier for its insularity and inward focus, was en-
gaged in relationships with hundreds of NGOs. But many 
of these relationships were problematic because of as-
sumptions some NGOs were making about Walmart’s 
intentions and abilities. Rand Waddoups, Walmart’s then 
director of sustainability, described the problem: 

The real opportunity here is to create situations where 
there is value creation. If you have a social or environ-
mental need, and you have a business opportunity, 
and then you have an NGO with an agenda, when 
those three things merge, there’s an extraordinary op-
portunity. When they don’t, the relationship will fail, or 
it probably should never have started at all. It’s crazy 
how frequently people believe that you only need one 
or two of these connection points. 
Rand Waddoups, Project Director, Walmart

Waddoups pointed to latent assumptions held by staff 
in some NGOs that if only they could make corpora-
tions understand the problem and how the corpo-
ration impacted the problem, then the corporation 
could set about working on the problem. Related to 
this, some NGO partnership agendas would languish 
for years at Walmart because the NGO brought few ca-
pabilities to the table. These groups, frustrated at the 
lack of progress, had again assumed that a compelling 
issue should be enough for Walmart to take action, but 
the company was constrained by its own lack of ex-
pertise. Thus NGO capabilities in both identifying busi-
ness opportunities in sustainability and then helping to 
develop and execute those opportunities were impor-
tant. As CEO Lee Scott described it in a 2008 Wall Street 
Journal interview: “We have no scientists. We are a retailer, 
and we operate stores that serve customers.”6

Other NGOs, such as EDF that did have scientists and 
that did bring business opportunities and capabilities 
to the table, had flawed assumptions as well. One of 
their assumptions was that by being so organized, 
including the placement of a nearby office, it would 
mean that progress could be made on multiple fronts 
simultaneously. However, because Walmart’s approach 
was to embed sustainability into its core business prac-
tices, NGO partners would have to account for the nu-
ances and complexity of business strategy:

In retrospect, we were a little unrealistic about the 
things we thought Walmart could do and should do 
right away. As much as our staff had learned about 
win-win opportunities from past partnerships and oth-
er professional experience, there was a lot of complexity 
at Walmart that we didn’t take into consideration. That 
company is massive and we wanted them to move ex-
traordinarily fast. We knew they had unmatched lever-
age – but we misunderstood how to best pull the levers 
to make things happen. 
Andrew Hutson, Project Manager, EDF

Flexibility and Developing a Deep Understanding. 
Part of the issue was understanding how the company 
prioritized projects and getting beyond assumptions 
that all good ideas would get traction as sustainabili-
ty projects in the company, especially as the company 
gained expertise on its own.

Something we learned really early on was that in our 
traditional partnerships, we have a goal, we get you to 
buy into the goal and then we achieve it. In the Walmart 
work we found that we couldn’t go in and say we want 
to work on this, because Walmart might say, well, that’s 
good, but we don’t want to work on that right now, we 
want to work on something else. So it’s taught us to be 
much more flexible. M. Harvey, EDF

These assumptions about how the partners worked 
provided learning opportunities in both directions. 
Although Walmart and EDF had been talking and 
working together for several years, there were still 
misunderstandings and flawed assumptions about 
the other. For instance, where Walmart may have as-
sumed EDF was making unreasonable demands, from 

As much as our staff had learned 
about win-win opportunities 
from past partnerships and other 
professional experience, there was 
a lot of complexity at Walmart that 
we didn’t take into consideration.
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EDF’s perspective they were working on areas of high 
opportunity:

There has been a lot of learning. On our side, we funda-
mentally misunderstood some aspects of their culture 
and values as a company. On their side, Walmart exec-
utives and staff did not really know what we wanted or 
how we work. They didn’t seem to understand that if we 
seemed unreasonable it was because we were pushing 
them to do really hard things knowing that the hard 
stuff is where you find the big payoff. A. Hutson, EDF

Another key learning for EDF came from getting past 
assumptions about the ability to change the mindset of 
the partner to be consistent with its own values. Such 
a perspective meant that progress made had less value 
unless it involved a mindset shift of the partner. That 
assumption, however, could get in the way of success. A 
better approach was to get beyond ideology and focus 
on results:

I’ve been involved in partnerships where some of the 
partners felt that it was only legitimate for you to be in-
volved if you believed what they believed. And what we 
have found is that as long as people want to move it 
from here to there, 99% of the time that’s enough. They 
don’t have to want to move it for the same reason, they 
just have to want to move it. And if I have a reason for 
doing it and you have a reason for doing it and it’s mu-
tually beneficial then that’s good enough. 
M. Harvey, EDF

Way Forward. As members of the two different organ-
izations developed social capital that enabled ongoing 
dialog, both developed a better understanding of the 
other’s intentions, objectives, and strategy. For instance, 
EDF staff were given Walmart badges and had open ac-
cess to anyone in the company. Oftentimes, EDF staff 
served as sources of sustainability institutional knowl-
edge in the context of Walmart’s penchant for frequent 
staff transfers. EDF’s location of a nearby office signaled 
organizational commitment. Staff from both organiza-
tions often traveled to conferences together to co-pres-
ent. Such interactions ultimately led them to better co-
operation and a focus on the projects of shared interest:

I think that now they understand that when we’re pushing 
them really hard it’s for a reason. We’re not asking them 
to do things that are unrealistic or that are not ultimately 
good for their business. The environment is our primary in-
terest, but we also understand that they have to have a sus-
tainable economic model if they’re going to remain in busi-
ness. They seem to get that now. In turn, we understand, at 
least most of the time, that when they’re not moving on 
something we find important, that there’s sometimes a 
really good reason for it that we’re not seeing. …With this 
increased understanding of one another we are better able 
to focus on the areas where we can see a lot of progress, 
and can prevent butting heads in areas where we’re not. 
And those areas that we do butt heads, we try to find alter-
native solutions that can be perhaps more effective. 
A. Hutson, EDF

Summary. By 2018, the partnership was still growing. 
EDF had worked with the company on a variety of 
projects, including Walmart’s Project Gigaton green-
house gas reduction initiative and its initiative to re-
duce harmful chemicals in consumer products. Yet, 
their history didn’t mean that the relationship should be 
taken-for-granted. Kathleen McLaughlin, Walmart chief 
sustainability officer and Walmart Foundation president 
stressed the importance of personal relationships: “…
anytime you engage across sectors, there is a cultural 
difference.”7

U n cov e ri  n g A ssump  t i o ns

https://www.walmartsustainabilityhub.com/project-gigaton
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Dealing with Assumptions: Case-Specific 
and General Suggestions for Classrooms and 
Training Programs.
This short case could be used in both a classroom or pro-
fessional setting to illustrate how assumptions (here with 
a specific focus on the NGO perspective) can potentially 
be problematic but can be overcome. The instructor or 
facilitator might ask participants to read the case and lead 
a group discussion on some assigned questions, such as: 
Where did assumptions clash? What did the partners do to 
overcome these differences? Why is this so difficult? What 
conclusions can be drawn?

The case indicates instances where NGO partnerships 
with Walmart do not progress because the actors do not 
or cannot overcome the obstacles of their assumptions 
about the other. On the other hand, the case illustrates how 
EDF staff learned from their experiences and subsequent-
ly adapted, changing their expectations and developing 
more accurate assumptions on which to judge Walmart’s 
behavior. As such, the case illustrates double-loop learn-
ing—evaluating decision processes and initiatives and 
asking: “What patterns do we observe?” As Brouwer and 
colleagues indicate in their guide to multistakeholder 
stakeholder partnerships (MSPs), “Understanding the pat-
terns helps us to change the way we make decisions and 
deepens our understanding of our assumptions.”8 For 
them, double-loop learnings are necessary, formalized ac-
tivities in the MSP.

Differing institutional logics/core business goals are a fun-
damental cause for assumptions and strife between part-
ners. An NGO’s core business of bringing about social or 
environmental change is very different than that of an aca-
demic institution or a company. Coming together to part-
ner does require a certain level of flexibility to meaningfully 
engage, but neither party will change their core logics. The 
case illustrates how the partners recognize this explicit-
ly. (See the section on triple-loop learning below.) Harvey 
indicates that she has gotten past assumptions that both 
actors have to have the same motivation for achieving pro-
ject goals, indicating that acting on harmful or unnecessary 
assumptions can lead to partnership failure. McLaughlin 
realizes that the divergent cultures must continuously be 
taken into account. However, implicitly both parties know 
that if there isn’t sufficient win-win in the partnership, then 
it will fail despite accurate assumptions.

One approach to raise awareness suggested by the case 
is how talking and working together provides learning 
opportunities. In fact, studies have found that working 
together on a common activity is the best strategy for 
overcoming assumptions9. While the case illustrates this 
finding, there are other methods that may also help un-
cover assumptions regarding both partners as well as the 
problem/solution at hand, often even faster and more ex-
plicitly. Below is a selection of six such methods. For class-
room use, try to identify where in the case study such a 
tool would have been helpful. For practitioners, try apply-
ing them during training or partnering activities, especial-
ly when goals are still being negotiated, as well as during 
conflictive partnership processes.

The following four tools are primarily to uncover and deal 
with assumptions regarding the partners. However, they 
can be applied for

1.	 Tracking surprise: When our assumptions 
don’t hold true we often feel surprised. Tracking when 
this feeling arises during the partnering process and 
writing it down to reflect on your own and/or to speak 
with partners about it can be an effective long-term 
method of being aware of and dealing with assump-
tions. 

2.	 When not in doubt, ask: Asking your partner 
what he or she wants, requires, likes, etc. is one of the 
most powerful tools to overcome assumptions. It may 
sound simple, but it is often harder than expected be-
cause assumptions give us exactly the feeling that we 
don’t need to ask. But it is in these moments that we 
should ask, because it probably means we are in fact 
assuming something about the partners and/or the 
situation. 

The case illustrates how EDF staff 
learned from their experiences and 
subsequently adapted, changing 
their expectations and developing 
more accurate assumptions on 
which to judge Walmart’s behavior.
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3.	 The imagined conversation: This exercise 
can be done all on your own and serves as a map 
to uncovering assumptions. By asking oneself multi-
ple questions in the four diverse categories “Why…”, 
“What if…”, “What…”, and “What next…” certain logics 
and thereby assumptions can come to light. For an in-
depth explanation of this tool see page 44 of McMa-
nus and Tennyson’s “Talking the Walk.”10

4.	 Left-Hand Column exercise: This exercise 
serves as a way to analyze a (usually unsatisfying) con-
versation to uncover assumptions and identify where 
they may have led the conversation astray. The basic 
thought behind the exercise is that there are always 
two conversations taking place: the audible one be-
tween partners and the in-audible one that holds the 
partners’ assumptions, ideas, and feelings. In this exer-
cise, you take a piece of paper and divide it into two 
columns. In the right hand column you write down 
what was said during the conversation (as well as you 
can remember it). In the left hand column you write 
what you were thinking during the conversation. You 

can thereby see what assumptions you are working 
with and if necessary, plan on how to deal with them 
in future conversations. See Peter Senge et al (page 
246) for an example and further explanation of the 
Left Hand Column.11

While the above methods can apply to assumptions about 
partners and the relational challenges to be addressed, 
the following two methods focus on the assumptions 
regarding the problem itself. Of course, in the process, 
assumptions about and specific to partners will arise, but 
the focus lies first with the problem for which the partner-
ship was created.

5.	 Problem definition worksheet: By answer-
ing five questions on a problem definition worksheet 
about the problem the partnership seeks to address, 
the partners can uncover both individually as well as 
collectively what it is that is driving them to collab-
orate. (See DIYToolkit.org for a template.) The ques-
tions will allow the individuals to reflect upon their 
understanding of the problem at hand and, when the 

U n cov e ri  n g A ssump  t i o ns

http://diytoolkit.org/tools/problem-definition-2/
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individuals compare their answers within the group, 
they can see the similarities and differences to others’ 
understanding. By exploring these, a greater under-
standing of the problem as well as the partners can 
evolve. 

6.	 Triple-Loop Learning: Above, we briefly de-
scribed how members of Walmart and EDF used dou-
ble-loop learning to uncover assumptions regarding 
the strategies of their partners. But partners can go be-
yond a double loop learning and establish processes 
to “learn how to learn.” This activity—triple-loop learn-
ing—can be a useful tool in the planning stages or 
when a partnership has already begun implementing 
its activities. It is especially useful if problems persist in 
a partnership and there isn’t any improvement by ad-
justing how and what activities are being implement-
ed. Triple-loop learning builds on double loop learning 
to evaluate the assumptions regarding mission, vision, 
and paradigms that drive organizational behavior, 
asking “How do we decide what is right?” By delving 
deep into these assumptions, the proposed/applied 
solution can be analyzed in that context and in turn 
addressed. As we note earlier, partner commitment 
to questioning their assumptions and the context in 
which they operate is essential to effective collabora-
tion. See Gordijn and colleagues’ Reflection Methods, 
pages 18-19, for more information and a diagram illus-
trating single-, double-, and triple-loop learning.12

Want to learn more about methods to deal with assump-
tions and implementing them in practice? Then read the 
interview with Dr. Minu Hemmati (see page 60).

Conclusion
We cannot do away with assumptions, but we can learn 
how to work with them. The most important thing we can 
do is to be aware of them. And it is important to keep 

in mind that challenging assumptions is a never-ending 
process. As Andrew Hutson notes in the case study, ad-
aptations of key assumptions in earlier partnerships did 
not seem to apply at Walmart. And, even after intended 
collaboration when you do start to “speak and act in the 
‘language’ of your partner”, the assumption journey isn’t 
over. The case illustrates that there are continual learning 
opportunities regarding assumptions. Working together 
despite differences and implementing various reflection 
methods are challenging yet necessary steps to overcom-
ing assumptions and working together in a successful 
partnership.
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assumptions, but we can learn 
how to work with them. The most 
important thing we can do is to be 
aware of them. 
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A ssumptions are both a blessing and a curse 
when it comes to decision-making. On the 
one hand, they allow us to make decisions 
quickly. On the other hand, they can mislead 

us. This can especially be the case in partnerships, where 
people and organizations often work in situations and 
with partners they are unfamiliar with. In the following 
interview, Dr. Minu Hemmati explains what these various 
assumptions can be, what their possible consequences 
are if not addressed, and how to deal with them. 

Lili Mundle (LM): What are the most common 
assumptions you find among partners work-
ing in multi-stakeholder partnerships?
Minu Hemmati (MH): I don’t think there is anything they 
don’t have assumptions about, and stereotypical assump-
tions. This is normal because it’s our brain’s way of being 
efficient, that’s why our cognitive system does it. We can’t 
spend the time we would need to actively decide every 
piece of information we process every second of the day. 
It would simply take too long! And of course you see this 
in the partnering process. But the great thing about work-
ing in a partnership is that ideally you get to work with all 
of these assumptions.

Understanding 
and Dealing with 
Assumptions: 
An Interview with 
Dr. Minu Hemmati

Lili Mundle
Advisor, Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) 
GmbH, Germany 

I n t e rv i e w: U n d e rs ta n di  n g ass ump  t i o ns

The great thing about working 
in a partnership is that ideally 
you get to work with all of these 
assumptions. 

Dr. Minu Hemmati is a clinical psychologist with a 
doctorate in Organizational and Environmental Psy-
chology. Consulting since 1998 with governments, 
international organizations, women’s networks, 
NGOs, corporations, and research institutions, Dr. 
Hemmati has experience with multi-stakeholder 
processes at all levels. Her work includes design-
ing and facilitating change processes, bringing to-
gether diverse groups of people in dialogue and 
collaboration, as well as training, research and ad-
vocacy. In 2016, she co-founded the MSP Institute 
– Multi-Stakeholder Processes for Sustainable De-
velopment eV, an international charitable associa-
tion. She has published two books and co-authored 
another, and has written over 50 articles, book chap-
ters, and reports.

Photo by Jan Rottler

http://msp-institute.org/
http://msp-institute.org/
http://msp-institute.org/
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So on the one hand, partners have assumptions about 
each other. This can be made visible in creative and play-
ful ways through exercises like “Rich Picture” when they’re 
asked to draw representations of industry or civil society. 
They make assumptions about the motives, goals, trust-
worthiness, or the speed by which others operate. They 
also have assumptions about themselves and how they 
come across: ‘I know how I react in conflict,’ or ‘I know 
what others think of me,’ etc. are common. 

The second set of assumptions concerns the facilitator. 
Here assumptions are raised regarding why or how the 
practitioner is doing his or her work. Also common here 
are assumptions about what makes a good or bad facili-
tator. Some of these are based on experience, others are 
not.

The third set of assumptions is about the process and the 
partnership itself. Assumptions arise concerning what is 
good for the partnership, how to proceed with the part-
nership, or the main problem to be addressed. Especially 
the partners’ understanding of why they are actually 
working together and “what the problem is” can be filled 
with assumptions. Take the case of corruption, for exam-
ple: the partners can all agree on the fact they’ve come 
together to talk about corruption. However, make sure to 
have a conversation about what they think actually cor-
ruption is. Because you’re guaranteed to have as many 
different understandings of corruption and its underly-
ing causes as you have partners in the room. If you don’t 
unearth these differences in the beginning, people can 
go a long time assuming they’re talking about the same 
thing. The longer this goes on the stronger the emotions 
and the bigger the conflict will be when these differing 
perspectives are revealed. Therefore, making perspectives 
visible early on really helps avoid frustration later on.

LM: How do you, in your role deal with these as-
sumptions? What methods do you employ?
MH: Essentially it’s about using diverse opportunities to 
make visible that everyone brings knowledge and as-
sumptions to the table. And they are most likely differ-
ent. How to make this visible depends on the context in 
which you’re working. For instance, I like to use playful 
methods such as “Rich Picture” where the partners work 
in groups to draw a comical character that represents a 
group in the room, like the United Nations,  or business, 

or civil society. These groups can be random or assigned, 
depending on the setting. By allowing them to draw and 
introduce these representations you can make the invisi-
ble elephant in the room visible. 

Another method is to invite short introductory state-
ments about each stakeholder’s perspective about what 
the problem is. So for example, using the case of corrup-
tion, each representative gets five minutes to talk about 
the root cause of corruption in a particular case. You’re 
likely to get very different answers and this prompts the 
group to understand that these viewpoints are all valu-
able insights and are the building blocks of the solution. 
So they can understand that if  none of us are wrong, then 
we need to integrate all these perspectives to come up 
with a creative solution that encompasses this diversity 
of viewpoints’. The diverse insights also inform how you 
have to design the process of the partnership. 

Τhese two exercises help to illustrate the stereotyping 
we all do. However, people tend to react badly to being 
told they’re stereotyping. Therefore, it can be helpful to 
have someone give a speech at the beginning about 
stereotyping and what we know about social cognition 
in this regard, and/or share a story that shows how we 
use stereotypes. This allows people to be more open to 
the whole process of dealing with their (stereotypical) as-
sumptions.

LM: How do the partners react to such methods?
MH: Generally, if people understand and agree with the 
purpose of an activity, they react positively. And then, of 
course, it depends on how the methods are adapted to 
the culture in which the partnership is operating. So for 
example, if the setting is more formal, then it would be 
more appropriate to have a scientific keynote speaker to 
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They can understand that if  none 
of us are wrong, then we need to 
integrate all these perspectives to 
come up with a creative solution 
that encompasses this diversity of 
viewpoints’. 

http://www.mspguide.org/tool/rich-picture
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address the topic of assumptions at the beginning of the 
meeting. However, if there’s a casual dinner the evening 
before, you can tell a story about assumptions by the fire-
side. And make sure it fits the stakeholders’ speed. Private 
sector stakeholders usually have a much shorter time 
frame in which they operate in comparison to some other 
groups. I find that speed is one of the biggest differences 
between stakeholders.

LM: As a practitioner, what would you say are 
the most important skills that you have to suc-
cessfully support partners in working with their 
assumptions?
MH: Self awareness. I have to be aware of my own as-
sumptions and that they are assumptions. In doing so, I 
metaphorically open the door to other perspectives and 
allow myself to fully comprehend that everyone lives in 
their own universe. Because we often assume we’re living 
in the same universe – which is largely true as we obvi-
ously function in relationships and groups. But in working 

with assumptions we realize that we can be very differ-
ent and it helps to appreciate these perspectives for what 
they are: neither true nor false. Just perspectives, pieces 
of the puzzle.

It’s not enough to think that, however, you have to ex-
emplify, or project it, too. Projecting this attitude along 
with the feeling of trust shows the participants that you 
appreciate their assumptions, their knowledge, and their 
perspectives, and it helps them do the same in turn. This 
isn’t always easy because it has to come from the heart, 
the gut and the mind.

Endnotes

1.	  http://www.mspguide.org/msp-guide
2.	 A Rich Picture is a way to explore, acknowledge, and define a situation 

and express it through diagrams to create a preliminary mental model.
	 See this website for more on the use of rich pictures in the MSP context: 

http://www.mspguide.org/tool/rich-picture.
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Suggestions for Applying Dr. Hemmati’s Knowledge

1. In a classroom or practitioner setting, the interview can be shared with participants, combined with an invitation 
to think about the main insights and discuss them in small groups. What is the most striking?

2. Whether an instructor, practitioner or student, dealing with assumptions starts with self-reflection. To get an 
idea of one’s own assumptions, exercises such as the Rich Picture exercise can be used individually or in a class-
room or training context as a baseline to analyze how one reacts to a given person or situation. You will find a 
step-by-step description of this exercise at http://www.mspguide.org/tool/rich-picture.

Beyond self-reflection, a classroom setting is an ideal laboratory to test how assumptions effect decision-making. 
Specifically, the Rich Picture exercise can easily show students the prevalence of assumptions concerning even the 
simplest of topics. The exercise can hence be applied to uncover assumptions concerning roles of different people 
or organizations, the problem that should be addressed, or even the role of the instructor in a classroom setting. 

For practitioners, testing this method in a group of practitioner peers first may be helpful to understand when, 
where, and how to apply this exercise in facilitating partnering processes. Receiving and incorporating feedback 
on the implementation is advisable as overcoming assumptions is a vital, yet sensitive part of partnership building.

http://www.mspguide.org/msp-guide
http://www.mspguide.org/tool/rich-picture
http://www.mspguide.org/tool/rich-picture
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L eg o Se ri  o us P l ay TM fo r CSSI

Using Lego® Serious Play™ to Build 
Cross-Sector Communication 
Practices

Adriane MacDonald 
Assistant Professor, 
University of Lethbridge, Canada

Stephen Dann 
Senior Lecturer, The Australian 
National University, Australia

The Challenge: Some concepts can’t be taught through 
lecture alone. That is, concepts such as shared under-
standing are typically dismissed as ‘common sense’, but 
in fact require experience and complex tacit skillsets 
to understand. In cross-sector social partnerships, the 
need to establish shared understanding—i.e. when all 
members of a partnership agree on the definition of the 
problem that they are trying to address—appears obvi-
ous. However, research on interdisciplinary collaboration 
shows that inconsistencies among individuals’ definitions 
of the targeted problem is a common challenge that can 
cause coordination problems and team conflict1. Learn-
ing how to surface inconsistencies in partner problem 
definitions and assumptions, and knowing how to man-
age disputes once inconsistencies are surfaced, requires 

the development of tacit skills (see ARSP 12, p. 12-49 for 
our cross-sector skillset steering wheels) that are built 
through experience. Hence, alternative rather than con-
ventional pedagogical approaches may help to achieve 
these learning objectives.

The Teaching Innovation: The proposed teaching in-
novation is an experiential activity that allows participants 
to engage in a simulated situation where collaboration 
is needed, but there is a lack of shared understanding 
among collaborators. This exercise allows participants to 
(1) experience how easy it is to assume that shared under-
standing exists when it does not, (2) sense tension when 
shared understanding is not present in collaboration, (3) 
feel relief when shared understanding is achieved, and (4) 

This teaching innovation focuses on the challenge of how to teach participants the importance of recognizing 
any absence of shared understanding among partners in cross-sector social partnerships, and how to establish 
shared understanding among partners before initiating the process of problem solving.

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/glbj/arsp/2017/00002017/00000012/art00002
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experiment with tools that help surface implicit assump-
tions among partners, communicate complex ideas, and 
listen for comprehension. 

Materials: 
1.	 One Starter Kit for two to four participants or one 
Lego Serious Play Identity and Landscape Kit and one 
Connections Kit divided among participant groups in 
equal volume
2.	 One ‘Lego duck’ per participant (four yellow bricks, 
two red plates)
3.	 Mission cards (one set for each team of two) 
4.	 PowerPoint presentation slides

Timing: 75-80 minutes

Target Audiences
•	 Students learning about stakeholder management 

and cross-sector interactions, engaging with work-in-
tegrated learning, or real life clients. This exercise is 
appropriate for students at both undergraduate and 
graduate levels. However, the discussion about ‘wicked 
problems’ is introductory, so the instructor may wish 
to adapt this part of the lesson depending on the level 
of familiarity that students have with this concept. 

•	 Practitioner groups engaging in problem identifica-
tion and problem reconciliation between a range 
of stakeholders with divergent views on problems, 
solutions, or even the presence of a problem. Note: 
Practitioner groups can use this exercise to practice 
surfacing and managing inconsistencies in problem 
definitions on a neutral problem (i.e., the simulated 
problem) or they may choose to by-pass the part of 
this exercise where conflict is simulated, and instead 
apply the Lego Serious Play problem exploration ap-
proaches presented here to their existing challenges. 

Phase 1: Framing the Simulation Activity (15 
Minutes) 
Participants are assigned the reading ‘Building shared 
understanding of wicked problems’2. The class/work-
shop begins with a brief lesson on ‘wicked problems’: 

What Is a Wicked Problem? Use the ‘six characteristics of 
wicked problems’ presented in the reading to discuss 
‘wicked problems.’ 

Examples: Participants are asked to think of and share 
with the group examples of wicked problems. We rec-
ommend that the instructor provides one or two ex-
amples of wicked problems (e.g., climate change) be-
fore participants are called on to share their examples 
with the group.

How Are Wicked Problems Addressed? Facilitate a brief 
discussion on cross-sector collaboration and its role in 
addressing wicked problems by engaging stakehold-
ers in a process of problem-solving. 

Challenges to Addressing Wicked Problems: Introduce 
participants to concepts covered in the reading, in-
cluding social complexity, fragmentation, and lack of 
shared understanding. 

Phase 2: The Simulation (45-50 Minutes) 
The Warmup. During the warmup, participants are intro-
duced to the use of Lego as a communication tool. 

15 Minutes: Each participant is issued a six brick kit (four 
yellow bricks, two red plates) and instructed to construct 
a duck individually. Participants are then asked to get into 
teams of two, so that they can explain to each other why 
their model represents ‘a duck.’ Over subsequent rounds, 
participants are invited to remove two pieces from the 
model, then re-explain how their model is still a duck at 
four pieces, and then two pieces. This activity introduc-
es participants to the idea of ‘ownership of meaning,’ 
whereby what the model owner says a Lego model (a 
duck) is what the Lego model becomes. As speakers, par-
ticipants learn that they ascribe meaning to their models. 
As listeners, they learn that they may not ascribe mean-
ing to someone else’s model. The warmup exercise also 
grants the participants permission to use Lego as a visual 

L eg o Se ri  o us  P l ay TM fo r  CSSI

This exercise allows participants 
to experiment with tools that help 
surface implicit assumptions among 
partners, communicate complex 
ideas, and listen for comprehension.

https://shop.lego.com/en-CA/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Starter-Kit-2000414
https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Identity-and-Landscape-Kit-2000430
https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Connections-Kit-2000431
http://www.cognexus.org/Rotman-interview_SharedUnderstanding.pdf
http://www.cognexus.org/Rotman-interview_SharedUnderstanding.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OCDDgxv7NVM
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metaphor for an idea, rather than restricting themselves 
to thinking of Lego models as visual recreations of ‘real’ 
objects. 

The Scenario. Participants are introduced to building 
and communicating their ideas with Lego, stories, and 
metaphor. 

5 Minutes: Participants are asked to form teams of two. 
Partner A and Partner B are each given a different 
‘mission card.’  Participants are instructed to keep their 
mission card and its contents secret from their part-
ner until ‘The Ah-ha Reveal Moment’ when they are 
given permission to swap their card with their part-
ner. We recommend that the instructor reminds the 
participants of this rule at different points throughout 
the session. As the participants are reading their mis-
sion cards, the instructor will place packages of Lego 
at each table. 

5 Minutes: Participants are then asked to respond to 
their mission by using the Lego at their tables to build 
a solution to the problem they have just been given. 
At this point in the simulation participants are work-
ing individually. 

2 Minutes: Participants are then asked to use their 
Lego model to explain their solution to their part-
ner. Each partner is given one minute to discuss their 
model, the speaking partner has 30 seconds to share 
their story, and the listening partner has 30 seconds 
to ask questions of the speaker’s model. Then part-
ners switch roles so that both partners get to be the 
speaker and listener. 

Participants are reminded of the activity conditions—
that the builder ascribes meaning to the model, and that 
meaning cannot be placed on someone else’s model. Par-
ticipants are invited to ask questions about their partner’s 
model in the style of  ‘What does a piece mean? What 
does a colour represent?’ in order to hear more of the 
builder’s interpretation of their model. Questions which 
place meaning, such as ‘So that piece represents X, right?’ 
are discouraged to prevent listeners from placing mean-
ing on someone else’s through their interpretation of the 
speaker’s explanation.

The Conflict. Tension is simulated by having participants 
work toward the same objective from contrasting positions 
(e.g., one believes that the local economy can be saved by 
creating higher paying jobs, while the other believes it can 
be saved by using technology to reduce costs of making 
products). This part of the exercise helps participants to un-
derstand how different stakeholders can hold different per-
spectives on the same problem. 

5 Minutes: Participants are instructed to work with their 
partner to build a new shared model that combines both 
their solutions to the problems (i.e. mission cards) they 
have been given. 

3 Minutes: Ask the participants to double check that their 
shared model meets the objectives of both partners. If 
they believe they have successfully achieved both part-
ner objectives, they are asked to explain how, and if not, 
they are asked to identify the missing elements and rec-
tify the circumstances. 

During the conflict simulation round, it is necessary to observe 
the participants and call a halt to the simulation if tension is 
visible through body language, posturing or raised voices. 
When a participant leaves their seat to enunciate their point 
more forcefully, the simulation has more than achieved the 
desired outcome and should move to the final reveal stage.
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The ‘A-ha!’ Reveal Moment. The objective of this ‘reveal’ 
moment is to simulate the relief of collaborating after shared 
understanding is achieved, in contrast to collaborating in the 
absence of shared understanding. 

3 Minutes: At this point, the participants are instructed to 
share their mission card with their partner and given time 
to read their partner’s card. This should result in conver-
sation on shared realisation, shared goals and how both 
participants sought the same result from different direc-
tions.

5 Minutes: Teams are asked to build a new Lego model 
based on the insight they have just gained from reading 
their partner’s mission card. 

Following the activity, one or more participant groups can be 
invited to share their combined model with the group (2-5 
minutes depending on time available). 

Phase 3: Making Sense of the Simulation Activity 
(10 Minutes) 
At the end of the simulation, a discussion is required to 
explain the processes, the deception, and to defuse any 
residual tensions raised by the simulated conflict. Spe-
cifically, the simulation involves three aspects that may 
seem unfamiliar to participants (1) explanation–con-
structionism, (2) non-judgemental communication, and 
(3) the experience of simulated conflict. Constructionism 
is the dual process of making a physical object to repre-
sent an idea through building with the hands and mind3. 
The concept and experience of hand-mind coordination 
is often unfamiliar to participants. Thus this process is 
debriefed to recognize that it may result in participants 
having experienced a new way of thinking. Participants 
are presented with the opportunity to reflect on their ex-
periences in community with their peers and the facili-
tator, and to discuss the experience with peers. Second, 
the simulation process uses non-judgemental communi-
cation strategies whereby the participants cannot place 
meaning, interpretation or judgement on the construc-
tions of other participants. This process is unusual in com-
munications, and can be both challenging and beneficial 
to the participants, particularly those coming from an 
empathic communication strategy that repeats back the 
speaker’s words to build shared rapport.  Third, the expe-
rience of using structured play is raised for discussion, to 

give participants an opportunity to express their under-
standing of the event. Guiding questions may include.

•	 Was there a time during the process where you 	
felt frustrated? When? Why do you think that was? 

•	 Inspired or excited? When? Why do you think 		
that was?

•	 What are three things that you will ‘take-away’ 		
from this exercise? 

Phase 4: Connecting the Dots: Helping Participants 
to Make Meaning of Their Experience (5 Minutes)
Finally, the instructor will close the class/workshop by 
helping participants to make meaning of their experience 
by connecting course concepts (i.e. wicked problems, 
cross-sector collaboration, shared understanding, etc.) 
to the simulation exercise. For example, the instructor 
should reiterate that the primary objectives of this exer-
cise are to provide participants with an experience that 
demonstrates the following: 

1.	It is a common mistake in cross-sector collabora-
tion to assume shared understanding of a ‘wicked 
problem.’
2.	This miscommunication often results in conflict 
and collaborative inertia. Thus it is essential to surface 
implicit assumptions about what the problem is and 
how to solve it before effective collaborative problem 
solving can take place. 
3.	The Lego Serious Play platform is a tool that can 
help individuals to ‘model their complex ideas for 
better explanation,’ ‘listen for understanding,’ and ‘ask 
clarifying questions.’ 
4.	It is also important during the debrief to reiterate 
that the Lego Serious Play process does result in peo-
ple thinking differently and that it is okay to have 
ideas, emotions and thoughts surface as a conse-
quence of using the hand-mind connection. 

Materials for this simulation can be downloaded here. 

Endnotes

1.	 Cronin, M.A. & Weingart, L.R., 2007. Representational gaps, informa-
tion processing, and conflict in functionally diverse teams. Academy of 
Management Review, 32(3), 761-773.

2.	 Conklin, J. & Christensen, K. Winter, 2009. Building a shared under-
standing of wicked problems. Rotman Magazine, 16-20.

3.	 Rasmussen, R., 2006. When you build in the world, you build in your 
mind. Design Management Review, 17(3), 56-63.

https://www.lego.com/en-us/seriousplay
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328052664_ARSP_13_Supplement_Using_Lego_Serious_Play_to_Build_Cross-Sector_Communication_Practices
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W elcome to the research sec-
tion of the ARSP, which aims 
to increase discussion about 
the impact of scholarly re-
search on partnering prac-
tices and vice versa by profil-

ing research projects on cross-sector partnerships, new 
methodological insights, and interviews with leading 
practitioners and academics from around the world. This 
year’s section provides in-depth food for thought on the 
transformative potential of (academic) research for part-
nering practices and the other way around. Our stellar 
team shows that mobilizing this transformative potential 
remains a complicated endeavour in which many chal-
lenges need to be overcome.

First, we have a guest contribution by Marianne Beisheim 
and Anne Ellersiek who present the results of their recent-
ly concluded research project titled ‘Partnerships for Sus-
tainable Development in Areas of Limited Statehood: Im-
pact, Conditions for Success, and Meta-Governance’. They 
highlight the importance, potential and challenges of dif-
ferent meta-governance strategies. Meta-governance re-
fers to the management of a plurality of partnerships with 
the aim to induce more coherence in the governance of 
an issue area can thus be considered as the “governing 
of governing” or “organization of self-organization”. Sec-
ond, our new Associate Editor Marijn Faling interviews 
Bruce Campbell and Philip Thornton, both working for 
the CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agri-
culture and Food Security (CCAFS), on the challenging 

balancing act that is required of research organizations 
engaging in cross-sector partnerships. She presents the 
main challenges and related responses that are required 
to make these partnerships transformative. Third, our As-
sociate Editors Adolf Acquaye and Fred Yamoah (Universi-
ty of Kent) present an interview with Vikki Brennan, Direc-
tor of Proudly Made in Africa (PMIA). The interview sheds 
light on the nature of PMIA’s partnerships with different 
stakeholder groups and details how these partnerships 
address the enhancement of socio-economic transfor-
mation of agricultural producers in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Throughout the interview, the authors provide reflections 
on the various issues that arise from the discussion using 
the extant management and cross-sector partnership lit-
erature. Fourth, Associate Editor Lauren McCarthy inter-
views Erinch Sahan, Head of Private Sector Team at Ox-
fam GB, on his experiences with cross-sector partnership. 
Together with Lauren, Enrinch reflects on how academic 
research on cross-sector partnerships could be used in a 
more transformative way.

We would like to acknowledge and are grateful for the 
sponsorship of this section by the Partnerships Resource 
Centre (PrC), part of the Rotterdam School of Manage-
ment, Erasmus University. PrC aims to connect scien-
tifically sound research and practitioner experience of 
cross-sector partnerships to aid sustainable and inclusive 
development. If you would like to suggest projects, pro-
files, methodologies or themes for next year’s section, 
please contact me at: Schouten@rsm.nl
 

The 
Transformative 
Potential of 
Researchby Greetje Schouten

Senior Research Fellow, Partnerships Resource 
Centre, Rotterdam School of Management, 
Erasmus University, the Netherlands

R e se ar ch e di  to ria   l

https://www.rsm.nl/prc
https://www.rsm.nl/prc
mailto:Schouten@rsm.nl
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A s in previous years, The Partnerships 
Resource Centre (PrC) is happy to 
sponsor the ARSP Research Section. 
We are a specialist research centre at 
Rotterdam School of Management, 
Erasmus University. We envision a 

more sustainable and inclusive world in which business, 
civil society and governments each play an important 
role to create collaborative and inclusive solutions for 
complex societal issues. Our aim is to connect scien-
tifically sound research and practitioner experience of 
cross-sector partnerships to aid sustainable and inclusive 
development. 

How Do We Go about Doing That?
We create, share and connect knowledge on partnerships 
for sustainable development. Knowledge is created in our 
research projects, shared in our training and learning pro-
grams, and connected through our network. The ARSP 
community is a vital part of this network. We are very hap-
py to be part of this group, with which we share so much 
interests, ambitions and motivations.
To give you a taste of what we do: in the past year, we 
have published several academic articles on partnerships 
and related issues, we have been active in the Dutch 
PPPLab, we have evaluated the Rabobank-WWF partner-
ship, have taught several workshops and courses, and we 
have participated in the Remote Partnering project with 
the Partnership Brokers Association. And this is just a 
sample – find out more on www.rsm.nl/prc.

We gladly welcome engagement in current and future 
projects from the ARSP community all over the world. 
Contact Managing Director Marieke de Wal to discuss 
opportunities for interaction: mwal@rsm.nl. Follow us on 
Twitter: @RSM_PrC

Creating, 
Sharing and 
Connecting 
Knowledge

http://www.rsm.nl/prc
http://www.rsm.nl/prc
https://ppplab.org/
http://www.remotepartnering.org/
http://www.partnershipbrokers.org/
http://www.rsm.nl/prc
mailto:mwal@rsm.nl
https://twitter.com/rsm_prc?lang=en
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Early Findings
Following the surge of partnerships after the World Sum-
mit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg 2002, 
this research project started by exploring the effective-
ness of 21 transnational multi-stakeholder partnerships 
in delivering governance services (covering environmen-
tal, health and social issues). The findings of the first two 
phases of our inquiry posit partnership effectiveness as 
contingent on the institutional design and – as field re-
search in South Asia and East Africa revealed – the part-
nerships’ fit to local context1.

The 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) renew commitment to partnerships, with 
SDG 17 postulating effective partnerships as one key 
means of implementation. Moreover, the 2030 Agenda’s 
objective of  “Transforming our World” elevates aspirations 

towards their performance. Partnerships are expected to 
not only reflect on structural systemic deficits, but also to 
provide “fit-for-purpose” solutions, for example by trans-
forming markets and “leaving no one behind.” Next to be-
ing inclusive, the 2030 Agenda calls on partnerships to 
become more accountable, in particular regarding their 
contribution to national development priorities. These 
aspirations thus beg the question of how previous expe-
riences may inform partnerships to build and strengthen 
these qualities.

Lessons Learned and Meta-Governance 
for Partnerships
In the third and final phase of the project, we took up 
upon this question and asked whether and how rele-
vant actors turn lessons learned into “meta-governance” 
to assist partnerships in becoming fit for implementing 

Towards Quality 
Partnerships for the SDGs

FE  ATU  R E D P RO J ECT

by Marianne Beisheim
Senior Researcher at Stiftung Wissenschaft 
und Politik, Berlin, Germany

by Anne Ellersiek
Researcher at Institute for Advanced  
Sustainability Studies, Potsdam, Germany

Researching Meta-Governance for Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships

In this article, we feature a recently concluded research project on Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships for Sustainable 
Development. The project had three phases, analyzing the effectiveness of transnational partnerships (2006-
2009), researching their local-level projects in fragile areas (2010-2013), as well as identifying lessons learned and 
meta-governance for partnerships (2014-17). The project was part of the DFG-funded collaborative research cen-
ter SFB700 on ‘Governance in Areas of Limited Statehood‘ and was hosted by Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik 
(SWP) Berlin. More information can be found here (SFB 700) and here (SWP).

http://www.sfb-governance.de/en/teilprojekte/projektbereich_d/d1/index.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/dossiers/sustainability-climate-and-energy/sustainable-development-partnerships/
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the SDGs. We drew on scholarly concepts that define 
meta-governance as “governing of governing” or “orga-
nization of self-organization”. In particular, we focus on 
institutionalized frameworks, such as principles, (funding) 
criteria, guidelines, or other standards and rules for part-
nerships and their activities, which can be both, enabling 
and ensuring the quality of partnerships, and carried out 
at different levels, by state, intergovernmental as well as 
non-state actors2. We analyzed if and how actors adapt 
existing or design new meta-governance frameworks, 
comprising overarching rules intended to guide, accom-
pany and evaluate partnerships.

Our empirical research focused on views and activities by 
actors (1) at the UN level, (2) by donors and funders, (3) by 
actors at the national level, using Kenya as an example, 
and (4) by private initiatives. We conducted interviews 
with about 60 institutional actors3, analyzed documents 
(e.g. project information or evaluations), and participated 
as observers in several events (e.g. partnership fora).

The Reality of Meta-Governance: 
A Patchwork
Our respondents concurred that better partnerships are 
needed for realizing the SDGs (except for a few interview-
ees that reject partnerships altogether). Incidents of part-
nership meta-governance can be found at different levels 

and for different kinds of partnerships (see figure 1). Over-
all, they portray a patchy picture rather than a coherent 
multi-level meta-governance framework.

Representatives from the UN system and member states 
frequently ask for better support for partnerships and 
increased accountability measures to deal with reputa-
tional concerns. UN Secretary-General Guterres seeks to 
strengthen support of member states in fostering part-
nerships by the UN Office of Partnerships (UNOP) and 
the UN country teams. As for accountability, partnerships 
from outside the UN system are asked to voluntarily 
self-register with the UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (DESA)’s online platform “Partnerships for 
the SDGs”. They are requested to observe the SMART cri-
teria (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Resource-based, 
with Time-based deliverables), to submit annual reports, 
and invited to present during an annual “Partnership Ex-
change”.

Our project presented practical suggestions for improve-
ments at the 2016 Partnership Forum of the UN Econom-
ic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and the 2016 Partnership 
Exchange during the High-level Political Forum on Sus-
tainable Development (HLPF)4. 
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For example: 
>	 Member states should review and update existing 

principles and guidelines for UN-led partnerships that 
then should be applied coherently throughout the 
UN system;

>	 Mandatory reporting requirements could be devel-
oped for partnerships with direct involvement of UN 
agencies;

>	 For all other partnerships, existing voluntary measures 
should be strengthened.

Donors and funders started to align existing and devel-
op new funding frameworks and services to better as-
sist partnerships in implementing the SDGs5. The Global 
Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation, for 
example, launched the “Promoting Effective Partnering” 
(PEP) Facility to support quality partnering. Other donors 
and funders document efforts to help partnerships over-
coming challenges regarding government ownership, 
accountability and inclusiveness. The Danish develop-
ment agency’s (DANIDA) new market development pro-
gram, for example, directly funds local partners, and asks 
partnerships to leverage domestic resources and foster 
closer collaboration with national governments. 
 

Such support seems necessary as we could identify only a 
few national governments that actively set-up platforms 
or guidelines to make better use of partnerships for at-
taining national and sub-national development priorities, 
some of them with the help of the SDG Philanthropy Plat-
form, a multi-donor initiative. Illustrated by the cases of 
two water partnerships operating in the Kenyan water 
sector our analysis points at the potential benefits de-
rived from national-level meta-governance, in particular 
with regard to gaining government or local ownership 
and scale for successful projects6.

We found several private initiatives that seek to elevate 
“best partnering practice” through promotion of broad-
ly applicable principles and standards. For example, the 
ISEAL Alliance developed three Codes of Good Prac-
tice that help standard-setting partnerships to develop 
high-quality processes and systems based on reciprocal 
learning processes7. Finances, however, are a critical issue 
for private initiatives. Those that are organized as exclu-
sive “clubs” stand independently because members are 
willing to pay for the distinction granted by membership 
(the “gold standard”). Where minimum standards with 
broader impact are concerned, it is more difficult to sus-
tain financial back-up.

FE  ATU  R E D P RO J ECT
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Persisting Challenges
Despite the potential of meta-governance to enhance 
partnership practice, several shortcomings of both, tech-
nical and political nature, persist:
>	 The primary evaluation criterion for meta-governance 

frameworks often remains the number of newly 
launched partnership initiatives rather than their qual-
ity.

>	 A primary view on partnerships and their meta-gover-
nance as instruments to leverage investment persists. 
For example, donors’ meta-governance for partner-
ships often continues to dedicate more resources and 
consideration to provisions for mitigating investment 
risks rather than for ensuring inclusive processes and 
accountability to local partners and beneficiaries. 

>	 Only very few meta-governance measures are inte-
grated and embedded in a coherent implementation 
strategy backed up by local authority and resources. 

Accordingly, the overall rather fragmented meta-gov-
ernance for partnerships fails to have a major, let alone 
transformative impact. Finally, the present lack of coor-
dination across individual meta-governance frameworks 
risks to create further fragmentation.

Overall, our findings indicate that these problems are 
not due to a lack of experience and knowledge but ulti-
mately of political will and leadership. For all the debate 
and adaptations by the UN and donor institutions, only 
a few governments have seriously addressed the issue 
– although both, our interviews as well as current policy 
debate emphasize that the biggest potential for govern-
ing partnerships is at the national level. This way, current 
debates tend to get stuck at rather generic principles, 
while the details for implementation are politically con-
troversial at both, international and national levels. This is 
due to disputes on principled support or opposition to 
the partnership approach, or on the cost-benefit ratio of 
regulation versus flexibility, as well as turf battles about 
influence and resources. Yet, without coherent meta-gov-
ernance it is unlikely that partnerships will learn from past 
mistakes. Without that, chances are slim that partnerships 
will live up to the promise of “transforming our world”. 
Future research should explore which components of 
meta-governance are key for achieving transformative 
impact in different (national) contexts, keeping in mind 
barriers such as diverse and vested interests or organiza-
tional and coordination challenges. 

FE  ATU  R E D P RO J ECT
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Partnering as a Research 
Organization: a Balancing Act

by Marijn Faling 
PhD researcher, Public Administration 
and Policy Group, Wageningen University, 
the Netherlands

Bruce Campbell Philip Thornton

CCAFS is the CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, 
Agriculture and Food Security. CCAFS is a global agriculture 
research partnership to ‘promote climate-smart policies, 
practices, and services that enable agriculture to meet the 
triple goals of food security, climate change adaptation and 
food security’ (CGIAR website). Bruce Campbell is Program 
Director of CCAFS and a staff member of the International 
Centre for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT). Philip Thornton is Flag-
ship Leader of the “Institutions and Policies for Climate-Resil-
ient Food Systems” Flagship.

A lthough partnerships are believed to tackle most pressing societal challenges such as climate 
change and food security, they usually come with various challenges like illustrated in this article 
on the work of the CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security 
(CCAFS). The interviews with Bruce Campbell, CCAFS Program Director, and Philip Thornton, CCAFS 
Flagship Leader and Principal Scientist, highlight the balancing act when a research organization 
engages in partnerships. CCAFS research organizations have to dedicate resources to building part-

nerships without losing focus on actual research, loosen their standards without compromising reputation, and 
meet targets without skimping on the more complex and longer-term activities.   

https://www.cgiar.org/research/program-platform/climate-change-agriculture-and-food-security/
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Introduction 
Climate change and food (in)security are among 
the most pressing challenges of this era. These 
problems are complex in nature, and affect actors 
and institutions across various sectors and scales1.  
As with many issues, partnerships are oftentimes present-
ed as panacea to these challenges. For example, the UN-
FCCC secretariat states: “In recognition of the powerful 
potential of partnerships, the UNFCCC secretariat wel-
comes the opportunity to engage and collaborate with 
all stakeholders to achieve the aims and ambitions of the 
Paris Agreement, Convention and Kyoto Protocol”. The UN 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) on its website 
similarly argues that “partnerships are at the heart of FAO’s 
mission to help build consensus for a world without hun-
ger”.  

Despite the deep-rooted belief that partnerships can help 
tackle our most pressing societal challenges, partnerships 
should not be uncritically embraced. Organizations of-
ten have differing agendas, speak different languages.
Working in partnerships thus inevitably requires harmo-
nization, trust, and explicating aims and agendas. A fine 
balance consequently needs to be struck between gain-
ing the benefits of collaboration while keeping in check 
several organizational challenges2. Research partnerships 
can be specifically challenging, for instance because time 
frames between research organizations and other organi-
zations may differ, and researchers may be required to un-
dertake additional non-research activities.3 Research part-
nerships thus need to embrace certain methodologies 
and approaches to make the most out of collaborations. 

To learn about the management of these issues by re-
search organizations and their collaboration with other 
partners, I explored the activities of the largest research 
consortium in the field of agriculture and climate change: 
The  CGIAR  Research Program on Climate Change, 
Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS). CCAFS consists 
of 15 collaborating Research Centres across the globe, 
which are all engaged in numerous partnerships with 
governments, businesses, and civil society for the im-
plementation of its research to realize an impact on lo-
cal communities and the environment. I spoke to Bruce 
Campbell, Program Director of CCAFS, and Philip Thorn-
ton, Flagship Leader and Principal Scientist with CCAFS. 

My conversations with Campbell and Thornton revealed 
four main challenges and related responses in order to 
make research partnerships around agriculture and cli-
mate change work: planning and agendas, capacity dif-
ferences, research and other activities, and context speci-
ficity and results based management. The main message 
from the conversations is that partnering as a research 
organization is a continuous balancing act: dedicating re-
sources to building partnerships without losing focus on 

The main message from the 
conversations is that partnering 
as a research organization is a 
continuous balancing act.

https://unfccc.int/topics/education-and-outreach/focal-points-and-partnerships/joint-framework-initiative-on-youth
https://unfccc.int/topics/education-and-outreach/focal-points-and-partnerships/joint-framework-initiative-on-youth
http://www.fao.org/partnerships/en/
http://www.fao.org/partnerships/en/
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actual research, loosening standards without compromis-
ing reputation, and meeting targets without skimping on 
the more complex and longer-term activities.   

Planning and Agendas
Within partnerships, agendas and planning need to be 
streamlined, at least to some extent. Different organiza-
tions have different time horizons, agendas, and dead-
lines. Partners may organize meetings on their own initia-
tive, in which other partners are expected to participate. 
Power and resource differences play an important role 
here; the agenda of a large institution like the World Bank 
is more inflexible compared to a local NGO’s planning. The 
most powerful partner generally seems to be in the best 
position to orchestrate the agenda of the other partners. 
As each organization has its own agenda, CCAFS Centres 
reckon in certain ‘transaction costs’ – time and resources 
– for joint problem definition and trust-building among 
partners, although this might reduce resources available 
for actual research. Even the concept of climate change 
can have completely different meanings for each partner. 
Campbell explains that having a joint understanding of 
the problem is key to successful collaboration. Therefore 
it can be advantageous for the Research Centres to be 
choosy in the actors they engage in partnerships with, as 
interest alignment and trust-building is easier among ac-
tors that are acquainted and get along well.  

Because research generally requires a relatively long time 
horizon, planning can be particularly challenging and 
important for research organizations. The time frame to 
achieve outcomes and impacts for CCAFS Centres con-
sequently needs to be often quite opportunistic. This re-
quires flexibility to adapt plans and preferences if needed, 
and change from X to Y because Y will bear more fruit. But 
CCAFS is sometimes still more rigid and inflexible than 
desired. Thornton: “When there is a really good opportu-
nity, there is often sort of inertia in the system that makes 
it a bit hard to jump on something new.” Like Campbell 
states: “For researchers [this flexibility] is sometimes really 
difficult because they worked on X for their whole life and 
don’t like to change to Y”. Thonton emphasizes that team 

composition can be helpful in this regard: people should 
build teams composed of people with different qualities, 
in order to remain flexible and keep up with wider devel-
opments.  

Disseminating Scientific Findings
For research organizations like the CCAFS Centres scien-
tific data is their means of existence. Collaboration natu-
rally means engaging with partners who have differing 
capacities and different levels of appreciation of scientific 
data. One way for CCAFS researchers is to be pragmatic 
and loosen their preferences and standards at times in or-
der to have an impact. This is a challenge, as the Centres 
also have to stay close to their core tasks. CCAFS is known 
worldwide for its excellent research, and this valuable rep-
utation should be preserved in order not to compromise 
its success. Thornton: “It is a true balancing act. We do 
need good quality science, because if CCAFS is no lon-
ger seen as provider of good quality science, everything 
else will fall into pieces”. Often CCAFS engages in partner-
ships with governments and consequently has to deal 
with policymakers with limited time for in-depth studies 
or limited interest in scientific data. In that case, CCAFS 
researchers have to make their results “impossible to re-
sist”, in the words of Thornton, with which he means that 
researchers have to frame their findings in an attractive 
way. “Try to understand what your potential purchasers of 
information are really interested in, to learn what you can 
do to raise their interest”.  

In partnerships CCAFS Centres are often entrusted with 
capacity building, also within partnerships. However, 
CCAFS staff can never be sure about the maintenance of 
capacity during and after projects, due to the risk of staff 
turnover both within CCAFS and in partner institutions. 
Campbell explains how rapid staff turnover is a problem 
because it means having to start again. Again, CCAFS 
Centres can proactively counterbalance this risk by fac-
toring in “transaction costs” for capacity building purpos-
es throughout the partnership. Furthermore, to limit the 
extra costs involved in staff turnover and limit the risk 
of losing institutional memory, Thornton mentions how 
talking to different people on a regular basis might en-
hance involvement and acquaintance with the project. In 
addition, CCAFS regularly organizes outreach activities in-
cluding communications, webinars, and meetings to en-
hance support for and knowledge about projects among 

CCAFS researchers have to make 
their results “impossible to resist”.
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organizations and individuals involved. Again, however, 
this needs to be done carefully, as it is simultaneously un-
desirable to involve too many people, as this makes the 
partnership very heavy and might kill the project. 

Research Alone is not Enough
Although research is CCAFS’ core business, exclusively un-
dertaking research is insufficient as scientific papers do 
not automatically translate in changes on the ground. In 
the words of Campbell there is an important ethical rea-
son for working in partnerships: “We receive money from 
development funds, this should be committed to where 
the development happens, by means of partnerships 
with local partners.” Furthermore, he argues, research or-
ganizations should work back from the situation on the 
ground and start from what is required in terms of re-
search and partners to address the problem. Partnerships 
can help in that regard. Apart from being a challenge, the 
interviewees also highlight how working in partnership 
is a highly fascinating and useful undertaking. Partner-
ships are worth the effort, according to the interviewees, 
as they help to bring important research findings to the 
ground. CCAFS is one of the few entities which actually 
successfully links academic research to activities on the 
ground, according to the interviewees.

To link research to reality, Campbell explains how CCAFS 
works according to the so-called ‘three-thirds’ principle: “If 
you want to achieve outcomes, you should spend a third 
of your time building relationships, understanding the 
problem and coming up with a product to address the 
problem, a third on the actual research, and a third at the 
end on getting the message out and strengthening ca-
pacity to use the research results.” The challenge however 
is that academic institutions traditionally struggle with 
building relationships and dissemination, as they are set-
up to deliver mainly on publishing in high-end journals 
such as Nature and Science. To succeed in achieving out-
comes and impact, Thornton explains how the Centres 
strategically compose their teams of people who have 
different competencies, which need to be more diverse 
than pure academic research. “This is massively challeng-
ing, but it can be very rewarding as well”. In addition, 
CCAFS strategically forms teams by putting together ac-
tors that complement each other. This goes both for com-
plementing partners within partnerships as well as well 
as for individuals within CCAFS. As such, the partnership 
becomes like a mosaic wherein some actors specialize in 
research, while others invest in relationship-building or 
focus on information dissemination. 
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Context-Specificity and Result-Based Man-
agement
Although CCAFS has a vast institutional experience in part-
nering, the institution does not work with general guide-
lines for all CCAFS Centres. However, the management 
team comes together regularly to discuss lessons learned. 
In the words of Campbell: “One could spend a lot of time 
on drafting guidelines on capacity building, partnerships, 
et cetera, up to the point where this becomes an end in 
itself, rather than actually getting out in the field and do-
ing something”. In addition, general guidelines are useless 
due to great differences in contextual contingencies. For 
instance, partnership dynamics are completely different 
in countries with highly centralized governments and lit-
tle space for civil society as compared to more open and 
decentralized systems. CCAFS thus adopted results-based 
management. Each Centre has the freedom to organize 
its activities as it likes, as long as it delivers on its results. 
If not, the CCAFS management team cuts the budget. To 
succeed, partners on the ground must understand the lo-
cal context, political situation, and the landscape of play-
ers. Strategic selection of partners thus is a prerequisite 
for success, and therefore very important.  

The advantage of a results-based form of management 
is that it provides a rather transparent and objective way 
to evaluate projects. This allows for accountability of the 
project towards its financiers: taxpayers all over the world. 
Furthermore, it makes the Centres attractive potential 
partners for other organizations because it allows the 
Centres to demonstrate their impact and their value. The 
potential downside of a results-based approach is that it 
encourages a preference for the easier, short-term proj-
ects at the expense of more complex and longer-term ac-
tivities with uncertain outcomes. Thornton explains how 
he tries to create a mix of different projects: ”This is a bal-

ance that needs to be found […] we try and take a portfo-
lio approach with a good mix of all sorts of projects”. 

Conclusions
Partnerships to address climate change and food inse-
curity are a challenge to research organizations, but can 
be very rewarding as well. The conversation with Bruce 
Campbell and Philip Thornton demonstrates that a part-
nership approach becomes more feasible and workable 
when taking into account various matters. The most im-
portant lessons include that flexibility and strategy are 
required. Furthermore, working in collaborations come 
with certain transactions costs – extra time, money, and 
additional activities – that need to be factored in for ev-
ery project. To limit these transaction costs organizations 
should pick the right partners and put the right people in 
the right positions. Strategic selection of partners and in-
dividuals contributes to creating a complementary team, 
increasing knowledge of the local context, and limiting 
time needed for trust-building and streamlining goals 
and preferences. Working in partnerships is a constant 
search for trade-offs, and can therefore be considered a 
true balancing act.  
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Introduction

Fred Yamoah (FY) and Adolf Acquaye (AA) interview Vikki 
Brennan (VB), Director of Proudly Made in Africa (PMIA). 
The interview seeks to shed light on the nature of PMIA’s 
partnerships with stakeholder groups across different 
sectors and how these partnerships address inherent 
barriers limiting the enhancement of socio-economic 
sustainability of agricultural producers in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Throughout the interview, Fred Yamoah and Adolf 
Acquaye provide reflections on the various issues that 
arise from the discussion. The aim is to reflect on practice 
using the extant management and cross-sector partner-
ship literature.

Interview

FY/AA: Thank you Vikki Brennan for accepting to talk to 
ARSP about PMIA. To start, please provide us a brief back-
ground of Proudly Made in Africa.

VB: Proudly Made in Africa is 10 years old this year. We 
started in 2008 as a social enterprise called Value Added 
in Africa and so, we adopted very much a “trade not aid” 

Image: Vikki Brennan



R E S E A R C H

A n n u a l  R e v I e w  o f  S o c ia  l  P ar  t n e rs  h ips    |  2 0 1 8  |  I ss  u e  13| 80

T h eo ry-pra  ct i ce i n t e r face

business model. We consider ourselves as trade facilita-
tors. We are registered as a charity in Ireland and incorpo-
rated in the UK as a non-profit organisation.

Our work is three pronged. We do a lot of capacity build-
ing with agricultural producers on the ground. Then we 
do a lot of buyer-facing activities to build demand in mar-
kets in Europe. The third angle is dissemination of infor-
mation amongst the general population in Europe and 
business circles in Europe and Africa.

We focus on Africa because we are trying to build markets 
and build demand for value-added African products in 
Europe. PMIA’s ultimate vision is that, we hope to foster an 
enterprise culture that will mean that trade facilitators like 
ourselves become obsolete in the future because trade 
relationships would have been naturally built between 
sub-Saharan Africa and Europe.

FY/AA: Please provide us some background to the con-
ditions or reasons leading to the formation of PMIA. What 
were the main drivers?

VB: Our founders, who come from a development edu-
cation background, felt that development, particularly in 
sub-Saharan Africa did not seem to be making inroads 
as quickly as it needed and that although people in the 
region were gaining good education, there was still lack 
of employment opportunities for them. PMIA felt that, 
the best way to eradicate poverty and have lasting and 
sustainable development is through job creation via sus-
tainable trade relationships so that people have a chance 
to earn their own livelihoods and lift themselves out of 
poverty.

Theoretical Reflection: It a long-held view that inter-or-
ganisational partnerships evolve as a response to certain 
external environmental conditions1-3 such as competitive 
pressures4 and power dynamics in supply chains and insti-
tutional pressures5 like international trade barriers. Unlike 
typical organisations that are driven by these pressures 
to explore partnerships for survival, PMIA was started 
by founders with development education background 
who found the existing international trading system un-
favourable to developing country partners. Rather than 
the drive to resolve public problems due to sector failure, 
PMIA’s approach was initiated on the founders’ passion to 

contribute to development by way of collaborating with 
sub-Saharan African partners and their developed coun-
try stakeholders. Given this rational for setting up PMIA, it 
can be deduced that it is not the case that all social part-
nerships are directly formed as a response to the prevail-
ing environmental conditions and sector failure.

FY/AA: Who are PMIA’s key stakeholders?  What is your 
relationship with them and PMIA’s role in the entire part-
nership?

VB: Our key stakeholders are diverse, but the main ones 
are: Producers on the ground in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Europe-based Retailers.  We get the retailers interested in 
what we do through big conferences, seminars, debates 
and trade shows. We use other stakeholders, like the Eth-
ical Trading Initiative (an NGO that promotes respect for 
workers’ rights around the globe) to also get the neces-
sary exposure. We also run trade shows where we bring 
African producers to Europe to talk about their products.  
Our other key stakeholders are universities in Ireland such 
as University College Dublin, who host our PMIA Fel-

The best way to eradicate poverty 
and have lasting and sustainable 
development is through job creation 
via sustainable trade relationships 
so that people have a chance to 
earn their own livelihoods and lift 
themselves out of poverty.
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lowship in Business and Development. This partnership 
provides our programme with academic credibility. This 
fellowship programme, which is about six years old seeks 
to stimulate interest on business and development in 
sub-Saharan Africa amongst business schools in Ireland.
  
Finally, we also consider our funders (mainly Irish Aid and 
individual donors), the general public in Europe and busi-
ness circles in Europe and Africa, trade promotion boards 
across many African countries, the European Union and 
national governments as a part of our primary stakehold-
ers.

Theoretical Reflection: One important inference that 
can be drawn from the responses regarding stakehold-
er relationships and the role of PMIA is that such multi 
cross-sector partnerships are succeeding because PMIA is 
a legitimate convenor (see6, 7) that clearly understands the 
problem and how to address it. It is shown that the suc-
cess story so far in these relationships is not because of 
other antecedents in the literature such as the presence 
of existing networks8 and powerful sponsors9. 

FY/AA: What was the rationale for pursuing these part-
nerships with these stakeholders and how has PMIA gone 
about forging agreements? Could you also describe types 
of agreements? 

VB: PMIA is a facilitator but it cannot do everything. If you 
are going to bring a second or a third-party facilitator in, 
they have to be adding something that we cannot do 
ourselves. PMIA does not have bodies on the ground. Our 
network is strongest in East Africa, because that is where 
the majority of our good producers are located although 
we do not have people based in Kenya or Uganda or Tan-
zania. Therefore, what we do is we look for partners who 
are either local and based full time in-region or have a 
strong presence on the ground.

We also use individual contractors and subject-matter 
experts, especially in Kenya and Malawi where we often 
work with some locals such as young graduates. We pre-
fer our partnerships to happen organically and that is why 
we do so much work on dissemination in order to get our 
name out there. 
We also build relationships using the existing networks 
of people, who come into contact with PMIA and so we 

build on their knowledge, expertise and their contacts as 
these help to give us leads in certain directions. 

Theoretical Reflection: PMIA’s model on forging agree-
ments and building relationships reinforces the existing 
literature that suggests the need for different types of 
agreements10 and subsequent review of agreements as 
the terms of engagement change overtime. A unique dif-
ference in the PMIA model however is that contrary to 
the view that initial agreements are more likely to be re-
viewed as collaborations grow in order to cover far away 
partners and diverse actors11, the key collaborators for 
PMIA, right from the onset were diverse actors and geo-
graphically dispersed producers in sub-Saharan Africa. 

FY/AA: Based on how the partnership works, can we 
describe it as project-led partnership relationships spear-
headed by PMIA?

VB: Yes, that will probably be a pretty accurate way of 
describing it. We do talk to producer partners about what 
their goals are. So anytime a producer approaches us 
and says, “I’m interested in international export”, we ask 
them why they are interested just to make sure that we 
can manage their expectations. Some of them think that, 
“I want to get to the export market because I want more 
money”. Often the export market would not yield more 
money, but it might yield more sustainable way of doing 
business. Exporting may even out a business’ peaks and 
troughs, enabling you to plan better, have a more con-
sistent income and meaning that you can, for example, 
have regular employment of the workforce, so you are 
not scrambling for labour every time an order comes in. 
Once the goals of the organisation are aligned with what 
we think is realistic for the size of the organisation, then 
we agree to work with them. This is very much produc-
er-led. Then the needed capacity building activities can 
be established. 

Theoretical Reflection: Juxtaposing the processes and 
organisational structure of the PMIA-led cross-sector part-
nerships on its decade-long success story confirms the 

We prefer our partnerships to 
happen organically.



R E S E A R C H

A n n u a l  R e v I e w  o f  S o c ia  l  P ar  t n e rs  h ips    |  2 0 1 8  |  I ss  u e  13| 82

T h eo ry-pra  ct i ce i n t e r face

research evidence that the chances of cross-sector part-
nerships to success is very high when they have dedicat-
ed benefactors and effective champions at many levels 
who provide both formal and informal leadership9. The 
extant literature also confirms that collaborative partners 
(a group or individuals) require both ‘’formal and informal 
authority, vision, long-term commitment to the collabo-
ration, integrity, and relational and political skills’’6, 7, 9. In 
the case of the PMIA-led cross-sector partnerships it ap-
pears that the role of the Chief Executive Officer and key 
Funders like Irish Aid and the University College Dublin 
perfectly fit Crosby and Bryson’s9 description of two crit-
ical leadership roles (Champions and Sponsors) that en-
able collaborations to achieve its goals. Champion (PMIA 
CEO – ‘’focus intently on keeping the collaboration going 
and use process skills’’ and Sponsors (Irish Aid and the 
University College Dublin) - have considerable prestige, 
authority, and access to resources they can use on behalf 
of the collaboration, even if they are not closely involved 
in the day-to-day collaborative work. 

FY/AA: Describe the governance structure of the part-
nerships. Do you adopt more of self-governing structures 
in which decision-making occurs through regular meet-
ings of members or through informal and frequent inter-
actions?

VB: I think the biggest challenge for us when we are 
managing our networks and our relationships and even 
the governance of those networks and relationships is 
that we are not on the ground where those networks are. 
So our biggest challenge is getting the time for person-
al interaction with the producers, because once you sit 
face-to-face with someone you can explain things much 
easier and build the necessary trust and partnership. So 
that to me is the biggest challenge. Another constraint 
is getting funding to get out into the producer regions. 

Theoretical Reflection: The type of governance struc-
ture influences cross-sector partners effectiveness12. The 
choice of a lead organisation (PMIA) that oversees ma-
jor partnership decision-making and coordinating op-
erations instead of adopting self-governing structures 
or a network administrative organisation as proposed 
by Crosby and Bryson9 is rather obvious, judging by the 
history of the cross-sector partnerships. Indeed, “trusting 
relationships are often depicted as the essence of collab-

oration”, say Crosby and Bryson9 and PMIA-led cross-sec-
tor partnership takes building trust seriously. It is very 
interesting to note that with the PMIA model, building 
trust is also used as a critical tool to sustain engagement 
with networks that are geographically dispersed from the 
lead facilitator – PMIA based in Dublin, Ireland. It can be 
proposed from this successful working practice that trust 
overcome distance when it comes to managing widely 
dispersed cross-sector partnerships. 

FY/AA: How do you measure partnership performance? 
Do you use any specific performance indicators and what 
accountability systems do you have in place to ensure 
that inputs, partnership activities, and outcomes are built 
on transparent and professional relationships?

VB: We have two big performance measurements met-
rics. Firstly, successes are measured in terms of the value 
of export orders landed by the producers. Just to take 

a step backwards, at the start of a three-year cycle, we 
will identify producers that we are going to work with for 
those three years and we will break it down into the activ-
ities that we are going to do with them. 

For me, the bigger performance measures are in terms 
of the value of the export orders year-on-year and how 
does that translate into job creation? These would be the 
two biggest measures because they are the ones that are 
directly tied to SDG8 (our core focus) and the jobs created 
in the regions we operate.

Theoretical Reflection: Social partnerships require ef-
fective performance and accountability systems to track 
processes and outcomes13. The evidence adduced to 
above points to the existence of measurement metrics 
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and accountability systems between various partners 
and at different levels of the network and very likely to 
have contributed to its success over the decade of its ex-
istence and operation.  

FY/AA: Do you also look at other KPIs, such as new net-
works formed or new partners who have joined in?

VB: We used to have that as one of the major indicators 
when we were growing the network but while we do 
not consider ourselves to be fully mature just yet, we are 
definitely out of that initial start-up phase. It’s less about 
bringing new partners into the network now and more 
about working for the partners that are in the network 
already to get them established and to get their goals 
achieved.

FY/AA: Are there any additional information or any area 
that you think will be useful to let the readers of ARSP 
know about the work of PMIA, or something we are yet to 
cover that you think will be interesting to capture?  

VB: I suppose the biggest thing for us is we are funder 
reliant. We are not what I call a “sexy charity” as we are 
not building hospitals or sending kids to school or curing 
sickness. Everything we do goes back to the goal of the 
organisation, which is to create employment so that peo-
ple can lift themselves out of poverty. Once that happens, 
the concept of charity changes and then hopefully the 
old charity model becomes just as obsolete as the trade 
facilitators that supported changing it. This is our ultimate 
goal.

Theoretical Reflection: Drawing from the tenets of in-
stitutional theory, “an organization that seeks to acquire 
the resources necessary for survival must build legitima-
cy by making use of structures, processes, and strategies 
that are appropriate for the institutional environment”14. 
The way PMIA-led cross-sector partnerships leverage the 
apparent weaknesses and the seeming fatigue on the 
part of contributors to charities as well as the general in-
effectiveness of international aid to engender global de-
velopment is an interesting, rational and laudable means 
of justifying the existence of the network. Simply put, it 
operates to facilitate trade towards achieving the SGD 8 
(Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable econom-
ic growth, full and productive employment and decent 
work for all).

FY/AA: Thank you very much. It has been very insightful. 
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‘‘Use that Power’’: How Academic 
Research on CSPs Can Be Used to 
Transform Systems
An Interview with Erinch Sahan, Head of the Private Sector Team at Oxfam GB.

by Lauren McCarthy
Lecturer in Strategy & Sustainability, 
Centre for Research into Sustainability (CRIS), 
Royal Holloway, University of London, UK

Until April 2018 Erinch Sahan was the 
Head of the Private Sector Team at Ox-
fam GB. Reflecting on his experiences 
as he prepared for a new role head-
ing up the World Fairtrade Organiza-
tion, here he talks to Lauren McCarthy 

about how he works across sectors, including large NGOs, 
grassroots organisations, the private sector and govern-
ment, and how NGO-business interactions have changed 
over the years. Erinch further reflects on how academic 
research into CSPs could be used in a more transformative 
way- to push agendas and influence key change makers. 

Lauren McCarthy (LM): How does Oxfam GB engage in 
cross-sector partnerships?

Erinch Sahan (ES): Our starting point is always where can 
we make transformations, and have impact for people liv-
ing in poverty. We’re operating in a very complex system 
where so many actors and stakeholders are impacting 
the issues that we care about. So they might be women’s 

Image: Erinch Sahan
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empowerment in developing countries, or workers’ rights 
in supply chains, or smallholder livelihoods, or deforesta-
tion… there are all these issues, so we work with a mix of 
businesses, sometimes government organisations, other 
NGOs, and almost always local organisations, to figure out 
how we can move the needle on these issues. And it will 
depend on who we think will be the most impactful, and 
who’s in the position to be a bit more bold and ambitious 
in the changes we want to try. 

LM: In the seven years you’ve been working at Oxfam, 
how do you think the ways NGOs work with private sec-
tor organisations has changed?

ES: It’s changed immensely. And there are probably two 
separate drivers for that. One is to drive impacts and trans-
formations. So if you want to impact the lives of people 
living in developing countries you need to recognise that 
it’s often the businesses around them that impact them, 
and that we can influence and work with. That area has 
definitely grown, collaboration between NGOs and busi-
nesses, where sometimes there’s a joint incentive. The sec-
ond driver is that there has been an increase in funding re-
lationships [between NGOs and businesses]. Even though 
philanthropy has always been there, what’s grown is that 
in the last five to ten years we’ve had aid budgets that 
insist, often, that business be part of the solution. And 
that has meant that the development agenda has moved 
in that direction. The biggest fear, for most development 
practitioners, is to be labelled anti-private sector. Often a 
lot of government funding has hinged on the ability of an 
NGO to work with businesses, and demonstrate that they 
are commercially savvy enough, and realistic enough, to 
work nimbly with certain companies. 

LM: And how did you yourself get into working in this 
space?

ES: My journey’s been a really complicated one. I started 
off in business, in Australia. Then I worked in corporate 
law, before going into Proctor and Gamble as a market 
strategy manager. I then got interested in development 
issues, so I volunteered in a refugee camp in Ghana. 
And that took me to the Australian government, where 
I worked for several years, again mostly on market-based 
solutions to poverty. 
And at Oxfam, my careers had all the flavours of the busi-
ness-NGO crossover: everything from working with com-

panies on specific solutions where there’s going to be a 
‘win-win’; to critiquing companies and challenging them 
very publically, sometimes very uncomfortably, on their 
impacts; to work on multi-stakeholder initiatives where I 
sit on various advisory committees. And I’m now going to 
be moving to The Netherlands for a new role leading the 
World Fairtrade Organisation!

LM: You are the poster-child for cross-sector partnerships! 
You’ve almost worked in every single version of organisa-
tional partnership role…

ES: I have… But if you are generally curious about what 
the role of business is, and how does business need to 
transform if we want to alleviate poverty, in a sustainable 
way, you end up dabbling. 

LM: Moving to the role of academia in all this, do you 
partner with individual academic researchers, or institu-
tions, to do any of your work? Or is it more likely that you’ll 
pick up evidence online after it’s been published? 

ES: A lot of my Oxfam colleagues will have a network of 
academics who work on certain issues that they’ll engage 
with, informally but very regularly. There are people who 
are asking questions in academia that benefit from what 
we’re seeing in development, and where there might be 
case studies or places to focus their research on. And vice 

The biggest fear, for most 
development practitioners, is to 
be labelled anti-private sector. 
Often a lot of government funding 
has hinged on the ability of an 
NGO to work with businesses, 
and demonstrate that they are 
commercially savvy enough, and 
realistic enough, to work nimbly 
with certain companies. 
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versa, we get loads out of keeping our finger on the ac-
ademic pulse. And some academics have got an activist 
zeal to them, and some of them can be very tactful in 
the way in which they use that. For example, when aca-
demics use the research process itself to start shaping the 
agenda. When they’re talking to business leaders, organi-
sations, government figures, as part of their research, and 
they sometimes use that process to signal to people that 
this is important, this has been an overlooked issue. 
And we do also have formal partnerships. We’ve done 
very specific research with academics on climate change, 
on women’s empowerment, on business issues. I also 
speak at universities, so engaging with students too.

LM: It’s a nice two-way process, then, when you reflect on 
it. How does your team use academic research in prac-
tice? 

ES: We use it to legitimise issues, to make sure we’re work-
ing on issues that are genuinely the problems that we 
think they are. In very complex situations, like women’s 
empowerment, because it includes so many systems- so-
cial, political, economic, academic research helps us gain 
certainty and focus. But also on solutions as well. When we 
can point to academic evidence that a certain approach 
or business model has worked, that really adds a lot of 
wind to our sails. Whether that’s through a campaign, or a 
pilot, a partnership or a grassroots programme. It’s always 
harder for us because academic research tends to take a 
long time. And we need to know solutions a bit faster, so 
we’ll do impact assessments that can happen a lot more 
quickly. But if we want bigger generalisations about an 
intervention we do look to academia. But I always hope it 
could be a bit quicker in giving us answers into the most 
topical, recent developments. 

LM: So this leads us to some of the challenges in working 
with academic research…

ES: The most challenging bit is the ability of academics 
to, or the inability of academics, to focus on where the 
agendas have shifted. Questions that might have been 
important five years ago, have passed. It’s unfortunate 
but it happens. For example modern slavery came up out 
of nowhere five years ago, then government became in-
terested so it became a framing for a lot of supply chain 
issues. Academics who were already working on [supply 

chains] were able to capitalise on that, but others could 
have maybe re-framed their approach to become more 
relevant for this slightly shifting agenda. They didn’t and 
became less relevant as a result. So I think it’s more about 
the extent to which researchers are able to reshape their 
focus in order to take advantage of where agendas have 
gone.

The second issue, and this is very much from my perspec-
tive, is that I think academics could be a bit more polit-
ically aware of some of the opportunities they have to 
influence individuals, agendas, etc. Sometimes just from 
writing a very simple blog, or a shorter piece that takes 
an element of someone’s research and communicates 
it well. That might be a surprising fact, it might not be 
a main idea they want to showcase in academic circles, 
but in policy circles highlighting a particular thing might 
be very useful. So being able to see that, and then being 
able to use those processes of engagement and dissemi-
nation, to influence the agenda. I think there are so many 
opportunities on that front.

LM: I agree, and I think sometimes what we academics 
don’t realise is that something that seems obvious to us, 
or old-hat, if we take that learning to a new audience, or 
a new discipline, that’s actually very interesting and po-
tentially useful. So for example I’ve been doing work on 
unpaid care work and supply chains. Now, to a devel-
opment audience this is old news, but when you start 
talking about this to a business audience it’s relatively 
new. And so, I do think we need to get better at framing 
our work and communicating it to different audiences in 
a better way. 

When we can point to academic 
evidence that a certain approach 
or business model has worked, 
that really adds a lot of wind to 
our sails. Whether that’s through a 
campaign, or a pilot, a partnership 
or a grassroots programme. 
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ES: There’s a cartoon that was on a colleague’s desk for 
a while, that demonstrated that. There’s a bear and it’s 
about to attack these two campers. And one of the camp-
ers leans over and starts putting their shoes on, and the 
other one says ‘what are you doing, you’re not going to 
out-run the bear?’ And the other one says ‘I don’t need to 
out-run the bear, I need to out-run you’. And I think ideas 
are a bit like that. Ideas don’t have to be perfect or com-
pletely fool-proof in every way, but they need to be better 
than the next one, and out there. And that will get trac-
tion. So in academia, you’ve already won that race. You’ve 
got the ideas, but now it’s about HOW rather than the 
WHAT. And let’s focus on that, because we have enough 
evidence, let’s move on. Evidence itself is not always the 
thing that moves people, sad to say, they’re not swayed 
by evidence alone, but what kind of ideas will resonate 
with that individual and that could feed into various 
structures. And that involves a level of political thinking 
that might be beyond the remit of academic, but if and 
when they incorporate it they could really shift the world.

LM: Absolutely, and academics tend to spend so much 
time and effort trying to prove something, presenting 
strong, water-tight evidence. But actually what a lot of 
NGOs are trying to do is communicate an often emotion-
al message. To encourage people to think about a new 
issue, or donate. And they are very different ways of com-
municating. So I think we have a lot to learn in how aca-
demics work with NGOs.

ES: Yes, but I think perhaps not all academics do want to 
influence in that way, perhaps they do want to just dive 
deep into an area, producing more and more knowledge 
without thinking about how that knowledge is shaping 

the future of our species and planet. But the academics 
who do shift into a more political mind set, can use that 
power, because they have a lot of influence, a lot of le-
gitimacy, access, networks, and brand names, including 
the universities that they’re associated with. They could 
use all that in a very nimble way to shape trajectories of 
where we’re headed.

You can read more about Oxfam’s diverse work with the Pri-
vate Sector here. 
Erinch also reflects on the collaborative/campaigning di-
chotomy in his chapter here. 
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You’ve got the ideas- but now 
it’s about HOW rather than the 
WHAT. And let’s focus on that, 
because we have enough evidence, 
let’s move on. 

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/private-sector
https://www.routledge.com/Gender-Equality-and-Responsible-Business-Expanding-CSR-Horizons/Grosser-McCarthy-Kilgour/p/book/9781783534388


A n n u a l  R e v I e w  o f  S o c ia  l  P ar  t n e rs  h ips    |  2 0 1 8  |  I ss  u e  13| 88

T H O U G H T  G A L L E R Y

R EFLECT    I ON S ON   THEO   RY-P R ACT I CE

An Observation to Start With
Most of our partnership research efforts have gone in sin-
gle or small-N case studies. At the PhD workshop of the 
2018 CSSI symposium in Copenhagen I observed that this 
trend will most likely continue. Almost all of the PhD stu-
dents presenting their papers focused their research on 
particular cases. The positive effect is that, through ab-
stracting from this empirical research, we know a lot about 
the creation of value in cross-sector collaborations2 and 
about the factors that contribute to the development of 
effective partnerships3. However, this is still a rather restric-
tive view on effectiveness. Partnerships are generally con-
sidered succesful collaborative arrangements if the par-
ticipants are able to utilize complementary resources and 
mobilize capabilities to address issues that they would not 
be able to deal with individually. But such research tells us 
little about partnerhips as a new mode of socio-political 
management of societies, their potential as catalysts of 
progressive societal change, and their contribution to the 
governability of issue areas or sectors in the political econ-
omy. In this short paper I will share some of my observa-
tions on these topics based on a governance perspective 
on partnerships. From this perspective, cross-sector ar-
rangements are seen as one element, among other inter-
vention strategies, in a process of change. Thereby I will 
emphasize the importance of a problem-driven approach 
combined with a governance systems approach.

Partnerships Take Part in Economic Struggles
The ‘partnership society’4 has become a fact in little more 
than two decennia. Partnerships are commonplace now, 
they have introduced a new way of governing, and they 
intend to be important agents of social change. This is 

particularly visible in issue areas such as forestry, fisher-
ies, the production of agricultural commodities, tourism, 
public health, fairer labor conditions, protection of bi-
odiversity, and energy transitions. Moreover, the global 
Sustainable Development Goals are supposed to be real-
ized with the involvement of many cross-sector arrange-
ments. However, if you look from the outside to the world 
of partnerships you can see that many arrangements were 
both initiated ad hoc and expanded ad hoc. Governments 
and international organizations still lack a strategic policy 
on partnerships. Competition, overlapping and duplicat-
ed ambitions are omnipresent, particularly in value chain 
partnerships. This competition might be assessed as a 
sign of vitality of liberal democracy, but the results up to 
now are more product differentiation and attractive niche 
markets for more sustainable specialties or practices, but 
not (yet) a fundamental change in the value chain or issue 
area. Here we see that partnerships are not neutral tools 
but have become part of the economic struggle for mar-
ket power.  

Partnerships Pragmatically Accept 
Differences
As a mode of social-political management many partner-
ships aim ‘to speak truth’ to vested powers. However, the 
relationship between partnerships and governing author-
ity is a complex topic. An interesting phenomenon is that 
the power possessed by certain partners (e.g. lead firms in 
value chains) is often the reason why other actors (NGOs) 
want to partner with them in the first place. Remarkable is 
also that almost all partnerships that I have studied are able 
to equalize power differentials inside their arrangement, 
at least temporarily. Yet, this may give a false impression 

Partnerships 
as Governance 
Mechanisms for 
Sustainable Change1

by Pieter Glasbergen
Emeritus Professor, Governance for Sustainable 
Development Chair Maastricht-Utrecht-
Nijmegen Research Programme on Partnerships, 
the Netherlands
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of power neutrality. The fact that power is exercised only 
becomes visible in an indirect way, especially in the feasi-
ble options that are considered for change and in what is 
not discussed. Particularly regarding business-NGO part-
nerships, we should realize that NGOs are participating 
in collaborative arrangements to change the practices of 
the market, not the other way around5. Thereby they of-
ten accept a pragmatic way forward in the hope for more 
stringent principles and practices later on. In many part-
nerships that I studied, collaboration was only possible by 
pragmatically accepting differences, refraining from what 
might easily turn into an ideological debate on sustaina-
bility, and leaving out controversial issues. Just a few ex-
amples: In the Roundtable on Responsible Soy (RTRS), the 
debate about genetically modified production was neu-
tralized by excluding the issue from the standard which 
the RTRS developed6. Crucial partners in the Kimberley 
Process refused to discuss human rights infringes, which 
are regularly connected to the production of rough dia-
monds in repressive states7. Partnerships thus tend to take 
a reformist approach to sustainability based on consensus 
that is not expected to harm economic interests, instead 
of a more radical interpretation of sustainability8.

In my view, we have entered a phase in which it is not the 
individual partnerships that are problematic, but the mar-
ket of partly overlapping and competing standards that 
they produce. This is particularly visible in markets where 

partnerships produce labels for sustainable production 
processes. When buying sustainable coffee, cocoa or tea, 
consumers expect to do something good for the environ-
ment and the livelihoods of smallholder farmers. However, 
because of the variety of arrangements it has become im-
possible to understand the nuances of the different sus-
tainability claims. Producers, particularly smallholders, also 
do not understand this diversity of standards anymore9.  

Towards a Problem-Driven Approach
In my latest research project with four Indonesian PhD 
students on the social and economic effects of palm oil, 
coffee and cocoa standard-setting and certifying partner-
ships in Indonesia, I struggled with the related question 
of whom we serve with our partnership research. A liter-
ature review showed that most research aims to answer 

A problem-driven approach first 
analyzes the sustainability problem 
and then studies what partnerships 
might be able to contribute 
compared to other possible 
interventions.
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implemented, and enforced. Framing partnerships as el-
ements in a governance system shifts the focus to their 
relative contribution to problem solving in relation to 
and in interaction with other public and private regula-
tory responses. This also highlights their pathways to im-
pact. Amidst other regulatory interventions partnerships 
may substitute, complement, reinforce or weaken a gov-
ernance system. This information may help us to answer 
the question of which governing functions (e.g. agenda 
setting, policy development, implementation and me-
tagovernance) partnerships fulfill and how they can be 
made an effective part of a larger governance system to 
enhance sustainable change. Or even to answer the ques-
tion whether there are not more effective ways to invest 
in governance capacity than through partnerships. In my 
research, I observed that partnerships invariably do not 
replace existing regulatory arrangements but add institu-
tional complexity. They do so in different ways in different 
governance systems. A governance system analysis may 
help to unravel the complexities and to develop more ef-
fective governance systems11.

A Single Message to End With
I still regard cross-sector collaborative arrangements as 
promising mechanisms to initiate sustainable change. 
What I put on the table are some of my uncertainties. If 
there is any message that I want to convey, it is one of 
our identity as partnership researchers and practitioners. 
We are particularly robust as social engineers; in creating 
knowledge about the social technology to build partner-
ship arrangements. Sometimes this comes at the expense 
of a critical and distanced appraisal. What we need to 
realize is that the partnership society is both a fact that 
we can study and sustain, and an ideology, which can be 
qualified as functionalistic and pragmatic and which we 

the question how partnerships are formed and unfold in 
practice, and to what extent they are able to realize their 
objectives. Such, what I call, ‘managerial’ research seems 
to implicitly accept the problem definitions of the main-
ly Northern-based initiators of the partnerships. In the 
case of value chain partnerships, these are external actors 
to the specific realities, constraints and opportunities of 
farmers and other actors in developing countries, whose 
daily practices they aim to change. Recommendations for 
improvements based on this research generally address 
the question of how the partnerships can be improved. 
The relevance or desirability of partnerships as an instru-
ment for change is therefore hardly scrutinized. In the 
Indonesian project I became aware that the vital question 
should not be how to optimize partnerships, but how to 
address a specific sustainability issue – in this case, how 
to realize sustainable agriculture which improves the live-
lihoods of farmers; with or without the incentive of part-
nerships. Such a problem-driven approach would first 
analyze the problems that smallholders struggle with, 
within the embedded context of the needs, interests and 
preferences of the farmers involved and then seek to an-
swer the question of what partnerships might be able to 
contribute compared to other possible interventions10.  
In Indonesia, we found that smallholder farmers benefit 
little from the extra revenues of a certified product; they 
hardly understand the Western ideas about sustainabili-
ty; they see certification primarily as a marketing tool; and 
the same positive sustainability effects on production can 
probably also be realized with a better training in good 
agricultural practices. This research made me aware that 
economic sustainability needs to be the basis of any sus-
tainable change in value chains. Therefore, we first need 
incentives that improve farmers’ production and income. 
Better environmental and social conditions contribute to 
this but are also opportunities that can only be realized 
with the creation of better economic prospects.

Towards a Governance System Approach
This brings me to my last and related comment regarding 
the contribution of partnerships to the governability of 
issue areas or economic sectors. Governability addresses 
the question of the contribution of partnerships to prob-
lem solving. The term governance system refers to the 
set of actors and regulations that are related to an issue 
and often also to each other. Such a system demarcates 
how rules and policies are made, reformed, interpreted, 

Framing partnerships as elements 
in a governance system shifts the 
focus to their relative contribution 
to problem solving in relation to and 
in interaction with other public and 
private regulatory responses. 
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The partnership society is both a fact 
that we can study and sustain, and 
an ideology, which can be qualified 
as functionalistic and pragmatic and 
which we do not necessarily need to 
accept uncritically. 

do not necessarily need to accept uncritically. Accepting 
the partnership society can easily result in ignorance of 
the inherent political character of and tensions in strate-
gic decision-making for crucial social problems, of which 
partnerships are part. The ultimate question is not how 
we can improve partnerships, but how we can make so-
cietal problems more manageable and solvable by work-
ing in and with partnerships as one of the crucial strate-
gic choices for progressive change. I argue that there is 
a need for partnership research to pay greater attention 
to the governing capacity of cross-sector arrangements 
in interaction with other regulatory attempts in the same 
issue field.
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Extreme forms of human exploitation have 
reappeared in business practices in the form 
forced labour, child slavery, human trafficking 
and debt bondage. A recent estimate by the 

International Labor Organization (ILO) suggests that there 
are around 25 million laborers experiencing extreme 
exploitation. Nearly 65% of them are exploited by private 
sector industries including construction, garment and 
agriculture, and around 16% are exploited by public sector 
industries. 

Matters related to extreme human exploitation and their 
eradication are at the forefront of deliberations among 
academics, businesses and policy makers. There is an in-
creasing pressure from the civil society, consumers and 
media (e.g. “Modern-day slavery in focus” section in the 
Guardian). Supra-national institutions such as the United 
Nations and ILO are introducing dictates to end forced la-
bour, modern slavery and human trafficking in member 
countries. The governments across the globe are devel-
oping and implementing regulatory measures (e.g. the 
modern slavery act in the UK). Businesses are increasingly 
adopting governance measures (e.g. codes of conduct 
and social auditing).

Notably, three eradication approaches have gained 
particular attention, namely international treaties and 

conventions, regulations, and social audits. However, trea-
ties and conventions will remain ineffective unless states 
create domestic laws and are willing to enforce human 
rights. Similarly, international regulations like the Modern 
Slavery Act (2015) in the UK will remain ineffective if they 
remain domestic and if the onus is on multi-national com-
panies. Without coordination with other jurisdictions and 
other actors in the supply chain, these international regu-
lations remain narrow in their application. 

e di  to ria   l

by Vivek Soundararajan
Associate Professor in International 
Management, School of Management, 
University of Bath, UK

Cross-Sector 
Collaboration to 
Address Extreme 
Forms of Human 
Exploitation in 
Business

These contributions concurringly 
argue that cross-sector 
collaborations can be an effective 
alternative to other initiatives 
aimed at addressing extreme 
exploitation in businesses. 
Nevertheless, there are many 
practical challenges to bringing 
together actors across sectors.

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575479.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/series/modern-day-slavery-in-focus
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Social audits have not been particularly successful in the 
arena of extreme human exploitation, as they are not le-
gally binding and their implementation requires appropri-
ate deliberation process and well-defined incentives. 

And while it is rather impossible for any single actor to 
address human exploitation by themselves, every sector 
has unique resources and capabilities to contribute to the 
eradication of exploitation. For example, local community 
can help identify the location of extreme exploitation and 
its perpetrators; NGOs can help develop victim care pro-
grams; law enforcement officials can help enforce law and 
protect fieldworkers and victims. The list can go on. 

Consequently, the argument put forward in this issue’s 
community section is that cross-sector collaboration is a 
better alternative to identify and eradicate extreme forms 
of human exploitation in business. We present three dis-
tinct contributions from academics and practitioners 
to shed light on the opportunities and challenges for 
cross-sector collaboration aimed at addressing this com-
plex, yet urgent issue.   

In the first contribution, I interviewed Prof. Andrew Crane, 
a leading academic expert on the topic of modern slavery. 
In this interview, he talks about his interest in cross-sector 
collaboration and extreme human exploitation, and offers 
interesting insights on how cross-sector collaboration can 
help address the issue. He also talks about the challenges 
in making it work, especially as actors can have different 
interests and agendas. Overall, such initiatives still seem 
to be in an experimental mode. Finally, he highlights how 
business academics can add great value to research and 
practice related to addressing this complex issue.

In the second contribution, Md Nazmul Hasan interviews 
Robin Brierley, the Chair of the West Midlands Anti-Slavery 
Network in the UK. In this interview, Robin talks about the 
establishment and evolution of West Midlands Anti-Slavery 
Network, and elaborates on interesting research-informed 
initiatives developed by this network. Further, he shares 
his reflections about the challenges around building such 
cross-sector networks and ways for addressing them. Last 
but not least, Mr. Brierley offers important insights on how 
consumers and academics can play a crucial role in ad-
dressing extreme exploitation in business. 

In the final contribution, Dr. Sarah Glozer, a digital ethics ex-
pert, explains how big data can be useful in addressing hu-
man exploitation. She argues that through its descriptive, 
predictive, prescriptive and discursive functions, big data 
can bring together actors across sectors and help address 
complex issues like extreme exploitation, humanitarian cri-
sis and poverty. Dr. Glozer concludes her piece by posing 
important questions about the dark side of big data. 

Overall, these contributions concurringly argue that 
cross-sector collaborations can be an effective alternative 
to other initiatives aimed at addressing extreme exploita-
tion in businesses. Nevertheless, there are many practical 
challenges to bringing together actors across sectors. The 
intentions and expectations of these actors may differ 
thus posing multiple challenges for the collaboration’s ef-
fective engagement. As our experts mention, we are just 
beginning to understand how to make such initiatives 
work. We hope this section triggers more conversations 
around them!
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Interview: Cross-
Sector Collaborations 
to Eradicate Extreme 
Human Exploitation 
in Business

Αndrew Crane
is a Professor of Business and Society at School of Management, 
University of Bath. He is particularly known for his work on the changing 
role of the corporation in the global economy, where he has been influential 
in developing a new view of corporate citizenship that addresses the political 
roles and responsibilities of business. He also focused on how ideas of ethics, 
freedom, and responsibility are communicated and made meaningful by cor-
porations, consumers and other stakeholders through talk and text. Finally, 
his work has also addressed specific application areas of corporate respon-
sibility, such as forced labour and slavery, competitive intelligence, responsi-
ble marketing, nonprofit partnerships, and responsibilities to children. Vivek 
Soundararajan spoke to him about how and under what conditions cross-sec-
tor collaborations can help eradicate extreme human exploitation in business. 

by Vivek Soundararajan
Associate Professor in International 
Management, School of Management, 
University of Bath, UK
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Vivek Soundararajan (VS): Can you please tell 
me a bit about your experience in working on 
cross-sector collaborations and extreme human 
exploitation?

Andy Crane (AC): I have been doing a research on 
cross-sector collaborations for basically my entire ac-
ademic career. I started off during my PhD in the 1990s 
looking at some early forms of environmental cross-sec-
tor partnerships. Particularly, I was looking at the Forest 
Stewardship Council and its implementation in the UK 
through what was called the WWF 95 Group - a group of 
retailers working with the WWF to introduce sustainable 
wood, paper and pulp products. Suddenly, I was really in-
terested and excited by this new phenomenon and I pub-
lished a little bit on it in the late 1990s, early 2000s.  

Then my interest stayed around and it became part of the 
environment in which we all did research on corporate so-
cial responsibility. I didn’t do any specific projects around 
cross-sector partnerships until I started supervising May 
Seitanidi. May is very passionate about this subject and 
she has been a great thought leader in this space. So, 
working with May on her research, we developed some 
interesting ideas around that. For myself, it was constantly 
a theme in my research without necessarily being about 
specific projects. 

In recent years, I have been interested in this phenome-
non of labour exploitation, particularly extreme forms of 
forced labour or modern slavery. That started off as very 
phenomenon-based research with me bringing different 
theoretical resources to it. There is clearly an intercon-
nection between the two – cross-sector collaboration 
and modern slavery. But frankly, it is not one that I have 
really mined that substantially. There is a constant cross-
over, as clearly to deal with these problems of exploita-
tion, partnerships are a part of the solution. But, we are 
just scratching the surface of this research around modern 
slavery and extreme exploitation from the management 
perspective at least. Partnerships is one of the areas that 
I’m very keen to develop in that space. 

Maybe three or four years ago, I did one of these pe-
cha-kucha style sessions on modern slavery and the op-
portunities for cross-sector partnerships research at the 
Academy of Management conference. I think that was 

nice, as people around the table such as yourself got in-
volved in this research. Now, there is an emerging group 
of people who are starting to research in this space.

VS: Why is cross-sector collaboration important to 
address extreme human exploitation?

AC: The obvious reason is that this is a complex and diffi-
cult problem. If we think about it simplistically, it is about 
a bunch of bad guys doing bad stuff. You can take a pros-
ecution-type approach to get rid of them. But essentially, 
central questions here include: what are the conditions 
that lead to people being vulnerable to these forms of ex-
treme exploitation? What are the conditions under which 
organizations or enterprises that are very resourceful start 
moving into more extreme forms of exploitation? It is not 
just about evil people; it is about contexts which make 
these things feasible. So, when we move towards that di-
rection, we can see that people are vulnerable to these 
situations because of factors like poverty and discrimina-
tion. If you want to deal with those things, you can’t just 
say, let’s change the regulations or let’s change the pricing 
structure of the company. These are difficult, complex in-
tractable problems that we need to work across sectors 
to deal with. So, that is a straight forward answer. We have 
very a complex problem, so we have to have complex 
solutions across sectors. 

Beyond that, I think pragmatically, it is clear that there are 
many different actors involved in this issue. 10 years ago, 
it was not even really on the agenda. People were talking 
about trafficking and companies were not really present 
in that conversation. Trafficking was an immigration issue 
primarily needing governmental responses. Lots of NGOs 
were involved. But now this is increasingly being talked 
about as forced labour, modern slavery and extreme la-
bour exploitation. These are labour practices. These are 
things that are happening in organisations. So, we need 
to treat it as a business problem. Business has a stake in 
causing this and in solving it. So, empirically, we can see 
there are different actors who are all taking positions on 
this. And, the more collective the response to this prob-
lem, the more likely we are to succeed.

VS: I agree cross-sector collaborations are very im-
portant to address such complex issues. So, what 
are the challenges in making it work?

https://www.fsc-uk.org/en-uk
https://www.fsc-uk.org/en-uk
http://gftn.panda.org/?199943/The-WWF-95-Group-goes-global
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AC: Yeah, the usual problems. I think with respect to this 
issue in particular, nobody would say, slavery could be a 
good thing. There is no doubt about it. But, it can be an at-
tractive issue for some, and unattractive for others. For ex-
ample, the UK government has been throwing its weight 
into this space because they see it as a way to deal with 
immigration issues and deal with something that every-
one thinks is important without having to necessarily im-
pose too much additional regulation on business. Some 
governments are very resistant, particularly in developing 
countries. For example, the Indian government would say 
that modern slavery does not happen in India. When you 
see the Global Slavery Index, India is a country with the 
most amount of slavery. Such rankings can have an im-
pact on your trading status and aid status as a country. 
So, it becomes very important politically whether you are 
defined as having this problem or not. 

Then, when it comes to business, on the one side, they are 
quite happy to engage with this issue, because like I say, 
it is modern slavery, it is a few criminal elements that are 
doing this outside of our normal business. We just need to 
cut out that little core of miscreants. So there is an attrac-
tion in that sense. But, on the other side, the fear of having 
their brand tainted with slavery means that even being 
involved in anti-slavery efforts might be an issue. So, it can 
be a challenge for really engaging with businesses. 

Another challenge is that the NGO community and a va-
riety of actors who are looking to be active in this space 
come with very different agendas. The religious right on 
one side is using the current attention to modern slavery 
to press their claims to, for example, eradicate prostitution 
completely. The far right is using it to eradicate immigra-
tion. Trade unions are using it to increase their influence in 
getting greater recognition for labour rights. Very different 
actors are using this same issue, the same phenomenon, 
to push their different agendas. With modern slavery, you 
can be against it, but have a very different idea about 
what “against it” should mean, depending on which side 
of the political spectrum you are on.

VS: Are there any positive stories where it actually 
worked?

AC: We are still in an experimental mode at the moment. 
But, there are some great projects done by organisations 

such as Verité. They are doing some great research in this 
space, working with companies to identify some of the 
problems and start to deal with them. We have seen com-
panies like Patagonia engaging with NGOs to try and 
identify the risks in their supply chain and also bringing 
on new policies around responsible recruitment. There 
are the International Labour Organization and the 
International Organization for Migration working with 
companies and with governments to start developing re-
sponsible recruitment schemes. What is really interesting 
in this space is that we can see a lot of private foundations 
funding research, initiatives and interventions to try and 
tackle the problems, which are often interventions de-
signed by researchers, by NGOs, and sometimes by com-
panies. So, there is a lot that is happening across sectors. 
And no company is going to enter the modern slavery 
space without partnering because it is just too risky.

VS: My final question. What is the role of business 
academics in this issue?

AC: You know in my previous work, I have always been 
the guy who – in the business school – was the ethics 
expert. I built a particular set of knowledge based on my 
understanding of corporate responsibility tools and theo-
ries to understanding business problems. In the space of 
modern slavery, I play a very different role. In this space, 
I am the business expert. I am bringing my expertise in 
business, strategy and organisation to understanding this 
phenomenon. That is quite a different set of tools and that 
is what is really necessary because lots of people are ac-
tive in this space who know so much about some of the 
effects of exploitation, know so much about some of the 
other broader social turbulence that lead to it, know so 
much about regulation. But, what they don’t know about 
is how businesses operate and why they need to engage 
in these types of extreme practices. It is not simply a la-
bour cost solution. That is only one part of it. We miss the 
complexity of the problem. Business expertise, I think, is 
what we can bring to this issue rather than necessarily our 
expertise in corporate responsibility or ethics or sustaina-
bility. That is a different identity, but I think it is an exciting 
one as well, because we are bringing an understanding 
of what we know about business theory, management 
theory. It is about using management research for good.

I NTE   RV I EW  : E R A D I C AT I N G HU M A N E X P LO I TAT I ON

https://www.verite.org
https://eu.patagonia.com/gb/en/home/
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.iom.int
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Tackling Modern 
Slavery in the UK: 
What are the Challenges 
and Opportunities 
in Terms of Multi-
Stakeholder Initiatives?

Robin Brierley
is Chair of the West Midlands Anti Slavery Network (UK). He provides ex-
pertise in relation to Modern Slavery, Human Trafficking and Immigration to 
all sectors including the Public, Private and Third sector. Md Nazmul Hasan 
spoke with him about how the West Midlands Anti Slavery Network engages 
in multi-stakeholder partnerships to tackle modern slavery and some of the 
challenges it faces along the way.

By Md Nazmul Hasan
Lecturer in Strategic Management
Faculty of Business and Law 
University of Northampton, UK.

http://www.westmidlandsantislavery.org
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Md Nazmul Hasan (MNH): Why was the West 
Midlands Anti Slavery Network established? And 
what were the objectives?

Robin Brierley (RB): The West Midlands Anti Slavery 
Network was established in about 2010 in response to a 
Methodist church funded project to look at human traf-
ficking in Birmingham. It became an organisation in its 
own right three years ago, which is a not-for-profit com-
munity interest company.

Initially the objectives were very much victim focused. The 
Network relied heavily on those agencies that the Home 
Office had listed as being first responders, which included 
the police and the local authorities. They had to carry out 
their responsibilities in terms of being first respondents 
identifying victims. So, there was a huge training need at 
the beginning. It was initially thought that period would 
take just a couple of years whereas, in fact, the reality is 
that the local authorities have just started to recognise 
their obligations in the last two years.  

MNH: Tell me a bit about your role within the 
Network and the initiatives you are currently tak-
ing to tackle modern slavery in the area.

RB: I am the executive director. We have a board within 
the organisation that consists of a professor of psychology 
from the University of Westminster, a director within HM 
Revenue & Customs, and a fundraiser who currently works 
for the University of Birmingham.

We received funding by the West Midlands Police and 
Crime Commissioner. We can also attract funding from 
other sources. Recently, we were funded by Public Health 
England to do research on the access to public health for 
female Albanian victims of trafficking. We did that in West 

Midlands and we hope that the results will be published 
soon in the Public Health Journal. 

MNH: As an organisation the Network works with a 
range of stakeholders. For example, it works with 
West Midlands Police Service, the local authorities, 
Salvation Army and International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM). So what were the initial challeng-
es around building partnerships with these stake-
holders and how did you address them?

RB: Initially there were a lot of challenges, and we have be-
come quite good at overcoming them. For example, we 
have an effective membership scheme through which a 
large number of organisations attend meetings and are 
able to network and build knowledge including informa-
tion exchange. However, attendance is not mandatory, 
which is different from the Counter Terrorism Act where 
it is mandatory for the police and local authorities to work 
in partnership. So that is the first challenge. The second 
challenge is, engaging with a particular organisation or 
statutory sector organisation is very much down to the 
person as opposed to the organisation. So you have to 
identify the right person. For example, there might be 
West Midlands fire service who are fortunate enough to 
be put in touch with a leading fire officer or a station com-
mander who absolutely recognised the need that the fire 
service has got a role to play. 

I think the other challenge is that modern slavery is prob-
ably the most complex subject or crime that I have ever 
encountered. I used to work for the Serious Organised 
Crime Agency and I am an independent consultant on 
trafficking immigration. I have managed large-scale drug 
trafficking investigations and covert investigations. But 
modern slavery is the most complex and challenging one 
[see below]. Part of our role is supporting those agencies 

The second challenge is, engaging 
with a particular organisation or 
statutory sector organisation is 
very much down to the person 
as opposed to the organisation.
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that potentially have a number of other roles and respon-
sibilities as well as modern slavery in their agenda. Modern 
slavery is just one of them, whereas modern slavery and 
exploitation is our core work. So our key challenge is en-
suring that we keep all our members up to date with legis-
lation and policy and procedure changes and knowledge 
of modern slavery, and the different business areas within 
it.  

MNH: One of the common arguments on modern 
slavery is that it cannot be tackled if the demand 
side is not controlled or monitored. What are your 
thoughts on that? What initiatives need to be taken 
to make consumers more aware about the down-
side of modern slavery?

RB: I think we need to think specifically about who we 
mean by consumers because modern slavery does in-
clude domestic servitude, trafficking for criminal exploita-
tion, and labour exploitation. The consumers for each 
one of those are vastly different, and in some cases are 
not connected whatsoever. If you were to choose one 
of those areas, that would be the one perhaps for labour 
exploitation. 

So how do we influence the consumers? I guess the one 
way to address labour exploitation is within the Modern 
Slavery Act itself. It does have Section 54, which is the 
transparency in supply chains. Companies have to pub-
lish what they are doing to ensure slavery and exploitation 
does not feature in their supply chains. At the moment, in 
my opinion, that has no real teeth around it. But what it 
does do is give the consumer an option that if a particu-
lar company has written in their statement they are doing 
nothing, it does give the consumer the option not to shop 
there and to shop from a comparatively ethical company. 

MNH: How can the consumers practically support 
an organisation like the West Midlands Anti Slavery 
Network to tackle modern slavery?

RB:  We see the West Midlands Anti Slavery Network as 
being the one door of the many organisations. Whether 
somebody wants to contact somebody from law enforce-
ment, Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) or HM 
Revenue & Customs or Salvation Army, Red Cross. They 
can come to our Network and we can signpost them, and 

ensure that they are getting the absolute right person 
with the knowledge of that business area as opposed to 
phoning a generic helpline for example. That also includes 
local authorities and community safety partnerships will-
ing to help as well. 

But again, kind of linking it to the previous question, who 
are the consumers? You might say consumers are actually 
companies themselves or industries. We are currently look-
ing at how we engage better with industry and for what 
purpose and what that looks like. Industry includes self-em-
ployed plumber right up to multinational companies such 

All our work, whether it is from 
the law enforcement or the 
victim care perspective, there 
is a real role for academia to 
play, especially in evaluation of 
our work, not just partnership 
work but evaluation of the work 
in general in modern slavery. 
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as KPMG who are based in the West Midlands too. So how 
do you engage with them? Whose role is it? Is that solely 
the responsibility of the Gangmasters and Labour Abuse 
Authority or is it down to the law enforcement and police? 
And for what purpose? We are looking at that. But certain-
ly for the consumers and the public, we try to publicize 
what we do, for example via our website (www.westmid-
landsantislavery.org) or social media.

MNH: From your perspective, which role should ac-
ademics (and academic organisations) play to tack-
le modern slavery?

RB: I think academics play a big part in this. All our work, 
whether it is from the law enforcement or the victim care 
perspective, there is a real role for academia to play, espe-
cially in evaluation of our work, not just partnership work 
but evaluation of the work in general in modern slavery 
nationally and internationally. However, more academic 
contributions in this area are relevant to practitioners and 
add value to their work, especially in influencing legisla-
tion and policy change.  

I would like to add one last piece on the role academic 
institutions can play to tackle modern slavery. After a re-
cent conference, University of Birmingham approached 
us. They thought about offering employment opportu-
nities to victims of trafficking. That was quite exceptional 
as I had not heard a university taking such initiatives. So 
that is a good opportunity for us as we know, academic 
establishment including the University of Birmingham is 
probably one of the biggest employers of that region. 

I think this is a good opportunity to ensure that the uni-
versities’ own supply chains are free from exploitations, 
and that in addition to research, they are looking at em-
ployment opportunities for victims of trafficking because 
they are such a diverse employer. There are not just nine 
till five academic type jobs, there are many jobs within the 
universities 24 hours a day that would accommodate vic-
tims of trafficking. I think that it would be dreadful if the 
universities were doing some amazing work on research 
into slavery, yet on their own doorsteps within their own 
organisation there was exploitation and trafficking. 

MNH: Thank you for your time and support 
with this interview. 

Information Box: Modern Slavery in the UK
‘The Home Office estimates there are 13,000 victims and 
survivors of modern slavery in the UK; 55% of these are 
female and 35% of all victims are trafficked for sexual ex-
ploitation’ – NHS England 

Modern slavery: Modern slavery is the recruitment, move-
ment, harbouring or receiving of children, women or men 
through the use of force, coercion, abuse of vulnerability, 
deception or other means for the purpose of exploitation. 
Individuals may be trafficked into, out of or within the UK, 
and they may be trafficked for a number of reasons in-
cluding sexual exploitation, forced labour, domestic servi-
tude and organ harvesting (NHS England).

Modern Slavery Act 2015, UK: The Modern Slavery Act 
gives law enforcement the tools to fight modern slavery, 
ensure perpetrators can receive suitably severe punish-
ments for these appalling crimes and enhance support 
and protection for victims.

http://www.westmidlandsantislavery.org
http://www.westmidlandsantislavery.org
https://www.england.nhs.uk/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/modern-slavery-bill
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L ast year I joined the Andrew Crane and Dirk Matten author 
team on Business Ethics: Managing Corporate Citizenship and 
Sustainability in the Age of Globalization2, along with Laura 
Spence at Royal Holloway University of London. We are 

now halfway through updating the fifth edition of the textbook, 
bringing in new cases, contexts and conceptualisations. 

It’s been an enjoyable but steep learning curve; taking on a seminal 
text but adding in our own voices. It has also been a process that has 
encouraged me to reflect on my own interest in business ethics in the 
digital sphere, particularly how ‘big data’, or advanced ‘data analyt-
ics’3, might help or hinder society’s pressing issues, including human 
exploitation and disempowerment. I see this as the ‘light’ and ‘dark’ 
sides of big data.

Social partnerships have been a key focus of the book since its first 
edition in 2004 and as I work through the text, I have been consider-
ing how big data may facilitate new kinds of collaborations between 
government, business and civil society organisations (CSOs) for so-
cietal good (Figure 1). This is the ‘light’ side of big data. To unpack 
the benefits of multi-sector partnerships, I draw on the work of the 
Data-Pop Alliance, a global coalition that promotes a ‘people-cen-
tred’ approach to the big data ‘revolution’ and provides a useful four-
part framework to understand big data for social good4.

Big data, broadly understood as high volume, velocity and variety infor-
mation assests that demand cost-effective and innovative forms of deci-
sion making1, are increasingly shaping interactions between market, civil 
and state sectors. Against this backdrop, I expore the opportunities and 
risks of big data for social partnerships.

By Sarah Glozer
Associate Professor in Marketing, 
Business and Society, School of 
Management, University of Bath, 
United Kingdom.

Casting the 
Spotlight on Human 
Exploitation: 
The Light and Dark 
Sides of Big Data

HU M A N E X P LO I TAT I ON   A N D B I G DATA

Figure 1: The light side of big data: Facilitating 
partnerships across market, civil and state sectors 
(adapted from Crane and Matten, 2016, p. 440).

State Sector
Government

Big Data
Descriptive
Predictive

Prescriptive
DiscursiveCivil Society 

Sector
NGOs, Charities, etc.

Market Sector
Business

http://datapopalliance.org/
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First, the descriptive function of big data involves early 
detection of humanitarian issues. A recent partnership 
under the ‘Operation Red Alert’ campaign has seen an 
Indian CSO, My Choices Foundation, and technology 
companies, come together to tackle human trafficking. 
Using advanced analytics applications, Indian census and 
additional socio-demographic data, villages in rural India 
that are most at risk of trafficking have been identified 
and preventive measures have been put in place. Here I 
see partnerships providing access to new information and 
empowering at-risk communities.

Second, the predictive function of big data permits 
‘now-casting’; making real-time inferences related to key 
social isssues. The Global Slavery Index, for instance, 
provides an interactive map of the prevalence of modern 
slavery in different country contexts. Utilising data gath-
ered across 167 countries, this visual aid helps to meas-
ure the global scale of slavery, forced labour and human 
trafficking. And with a large proportion of refugees being 
forced into slavery, the World Food Programme (WFP) 
and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) have used such data to develop innovative ways 
to manage aid payments in collaboration with technolog-
ical and financial companies. Today, in Jordan’s Zaatari ref-
ugee camp, nearly 80,000 Syrian refugees are able to pur-
chase food via eye scans instead of traditional cash or card 
payments. Here ‘big’ data inferences are translated into 
‘small’ data support through biometric data and block-
chain technology, benefitting vulnerable populations. 

Third, the prescriptive (or diagnostic) function of big data 
goes beyond description to make recommendations on 
the basis of causal relations. As part of the US Climate 
Data Initiative, launched in 2014, a ‘Social Vulnerability 
Index’ tool was initiated to identify communities that may 
need support during change related natural disasters. 
Using U.S. census data, citizens were mapped in relation 
to factors including poverty, access to transportation and 
housing conditions and their subsequent risk levels in 
relation to extreme heat, precipitation and water-borne 
illness exposure. Promoting stronger data analysis and cli-
mate resilience, this initiative shows how preventive part-
nerships can avoid human suffering, economic loss, and 
potential avenues for exploitation. 

Finally, the discursive function of big data sees dialogue 

within and between key stakeholder groups identifying 
needs of vulnerable populations. GSMA’s Big Data for 
Social Good initiative recognises that in disaster-prone 
zones, mobile operators can capture anonymised and ag-
gregated mobile indicators, such as location, and enable 
relief agencies to direct resources efficiently during hu-
manitarian crises. GSMA has developed a task force of mo-
bile phone operators across 100 countries and an adviso-
ry panel from UN agencies and CSOs to leverage mobile 
operators’ big data capabilities in addressing epidemics 
and humanitarian crises.  This initiative is a living breath-
ing example of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 17 
(Partnership) in action, providing a clear societal vision for 
big data that realises the true potential of dialogue. 

From these examples, it is clear that big data has the ca-
pacity to empower, innovate, inform and advocate for soci-
etal good across market, civil and state sectors. But what 
happens when our collaborators become adversaries, 
experiencing ethical conflict between their visions for 
big data? Indeed, despite such huge strides being made 
in the role of big data in society, scholarship is calling for 
new ways of thinking about governance in a digital age5. 
As mindful business and society scholars, what is the true 
cost of atomising individuals, communities and whole re-
gions into data points? I see this as the ‘dark’ side of digital 
data and herein I see two counter-arguments to the ideas 
of big data for social good (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: The dark side of big data: Destabilising partnerships 
across market, civil and state sectors (adapted from Crane 
and Matten, 2016, p. 440). 
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http://mychoicesfoundation.org/
https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/about/#walkfree
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https://www.data.gov/climate/
https://www.data.gov/climate/
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https://www.gsma.com/betterfuture/bd4sg/
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First, it has been argued that ‘big data is mistakenly framed 
as morally neutral’6 given an inclination to consider stra-
tegic and operational uses of data, as opposed to ethical 
appropriateness. As our reliance on data grows, and mul-
ti-sector collaborations continue, to what extent should 
we as citizens understand how data is shaping our daily 
lives? Let’s think about the ethics of ‘invisible’ algorithms 
here. While machine assisted learning can offer greater ef-
ficiency in understanding the potential impact of natural 
disasters on human health, such algorithms may also dis-
criminate against marginalised populations7. Debate con-
tinues on the benefit of facial recognition technology, for 
instance, which is increasingly being used by police forces 
to profile criminals. Studies have proven that the tools are 
less reliable at profiling women and black people, leading 
to innocent people being placed at risk8. Such develop-
ments, or ‘imperfect biometrics’, may further entrench 
systemic inequalities, perhaps even exasperating extreme 
forms of human exploitation. Is big data divisive? 

Second, the recent Cambridge Analytica furore has 
heightened public scepticism around the role of tech-
nology corporations in society, particularly in democratic 
processes. This case stretches our understanding of cor-
porate citizenship, to reveal the politicisation of corporate 
players as powerful entities who determine what data is 
‘public’ (open and accessible) and ‘private’ (intimate and 
secure). Here the commercial remit of much big data ac-
tivity seeks to unbalance the power relations depicted 
in Figure 1. Indeed, within the multi-sector partnerships 
outlined above, where does accountability for collection, 
analysis, dissemination and storage of big data lie? The 

new General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)9 which 
came into force in May across Europe aims to place con-
trol for data use back in the hands of citizens and govern-
ments. Yet as the commercialisation of attractive big data 
sets continues, we must ask: is big data coercive?

The only way to overcome the ‘tyranny’ of big data is to 
prioritise human-centred analytical approaches that ad-
vocate for user-centric data ownership and management, 
algorithmic transparency and ‘live’ experimentation with 
data-driven policies10. I invite scholars to explicitly inves-
tigate the interface between social partnerships and big 
data management further. I also encourage us all to in-
terrogate the assumptions underlying the big data sets 
that we use, and to be more mindful of the darker sides 
of these attractive information sources in theorisation at 
the business and society interface. Practitioners and pol-
icy-makers have a role to play too. In pushing for greater 
ethical reflexivity in big data management, what would 
be the equivalent of an ethics review in an industry con-
text? Only through more critical reflection might we be-
gin to balance the the light and dark of sides of big data 
in social partnerships across market, civil and state sectors.
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Research Fellow at the Earth System 
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years as Departmental Lecturer in Global Governance at 
the University of Oxford. He has also taught at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), where he 
completed his PhD in International Relations. Michael’s re-
search focuses on global environmental politics with a par-
ticular interest in the role of business and civil society actors 
in the regulation of global supply chains. He is currently 
undertaking projects focused on diverse industries from 
gold to tea to garments. His work has appeared in leading 
academic journals, including New Political Economy and 
Global Environmental Politics, while his recently published 
MIT Press book, Dirty Gold, was launched at Chatham 
House in early 2017.
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Society in the School of Management 
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Deputy Director of the Centre for 
Business, Organisations and Society 
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from the International Centre of 
Corporate Social Responsibility 

(ICCSR) at Nottingham University Business School and has 
held a number of industry positions in areas of Sustainability 
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on topics including corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
communication, digital marketing and ethical markets 
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in Organization Studies, Journal of Management Studies 
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the fifth edition of Business Ethics: Managing Corporate 
Citizenship in the Age of Globalization (Crane, Matten, 
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Sciences, VU Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands. Focusing on mul-
ti-stakeholder processes (MSPs) in 
the context of sustainable trade, 
her research interests include the 
role of conveners in MSPs and how 

they contribute to MSP outcomes and impact. In her PhD 
research she applies a paradox lens to study how conven-
ers navigate tensions at the individual, organizational and 
inter-organizational level within MSPs – comparing cases 
in the coffee, tea, and timber sectors. Prior to pursuing a 
PhD, she worked as a practitioner in the field of sustain-
able trade. Her PhD is funded by a Research Talent grant 
provided by the Dutch Science Council (NWO). 
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Administration from New York 
University. Her main research focus-
es are related to power dynamics in 
collaborative governance, and the 
interactions between cross-sector 

collaboration processes, outcomes, and impacts. She has 
also published on social enterprise, social entrepreneur-
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Action is published in the Journal of Business Ethics.
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Thank you, Julia Días, for compiling this new member section! 
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