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Relational Space: The Heart of
Sustainability Collaborations

ABSTRACT

Corporations are now collaborating to meet complekal sustainability challenges
heretofore considered beyond the mandate of bisslaeders. Multi-organizational consortia
have formed, not as philanthropic efforts, butitol fcompetitive advantage. In order to examine
the dynamics of such collaborations, we pursuedh-@aepth multi-method case study of “The
Sustainability Consortium,” in which many Fortun@ £enior managers have convened since
1998. Our analysis uncovers the primacy of “relai space” — a rich context for aspirational
trust and reflective learning, which gives risettlaborative projects. Within this space,
representatives of an ecology of multi-nationalamigations work toward sustainable
development of their global economic systems. Shstainability Consortium attests to the
importance of tackling sustainable development withcontext of the interdependence of
multiple organizations. We propose a model thatteamjzes the importance of first establishing
non-transactional relationships among businesstsaghd draw theoretical and practical

implications for interorganizational collaborations



INTRODUCTION

A new organizational form is emerging: inter-orgational consortia of companies that
span multiple industries, through which “business be a leading force in eradicating poverty,
enhancing the environment, and advancing peace-ewtiil prospering financially”
(BAWB/AOM Global Forum, 2006; see Waddock, 2008yompared to ‘traditional’ R&D
consortia (Browning, Beyer & Shetler, 1995; Faulk&eDeRond, 2000) these multi-sector
alliances (Glasbergen, Biermann & Mol, 2007; Woreti & Yaffe, 2000) are addressing issues
of unprecedented scope that go well beyond conweaitbusiness mandates and market
boundaries (Gray, 1989; Austin, 2000; 2007). QOfipalar interest are “sustainability
collaborations” such as The World Business CounciSustainable Development (WBCSD),
the Social Venture Network, and the UN Global Coatpahich are composed of large, for-
profit companies exploring how to transform thaisimess and their societies into more
sustainable systems. Although some participanipeones in these collaboratives may be
“greenwashing” their efforts with symbolic gestuyrsgstainability consortia do provide unique
opportunities to create a high degree of systenewithnge, reflecting deeply held values and
norms that express a profound respect for theafdbeisiness in mitigating or improving the
environmental and social outcomes of their actions.

Such “sustainability collaborations” are rife wighradox (Huxham & Vangen, 2005).
For example, these consortia aim to foster longr&rategic benefits for their organizations,
while also seeking to institutionalize innovatidhat have implications across industries,
sectors, and regions (e.g. Lawrence, Hardy & RisillR002). Like multi-sector collaborations
designed to solve societal problems (Rondinellighdlon, 2003; Rangan, Samii & van

Wassenhove, 2006), these consortia are often netivay the projected benefits that member



organizations perceive can be generated througkimgptogether rather than separately on
specific issues. However, in contrast to moshefresearch on inter-organizational relationships
(Barringer & Harrison, 2000; Cropper, Ebers, Huxh&aming, 2008), sustainability consortia

are tackling complex, ill-structured problems fdnigh goals cannot be articulated in advance,
and which require innovations of enormous compjef@ooperrider & Dutton, 1999;

Glasbergen, Bierman & Mol, 2007; Roth & Senge, 1996iven the breadth of the issues being
faced and the wide range of expectations from memmtganizations about goals, process, and
outcomes, how do such consortia generate sharedragnt and identify appropriate projects to
collaborate on?

In order to gain insight into these and other dywcanwe studied the early years of the
Sustainability Consortium — a voluntary associabbabout a dozen corporate members that
have an interest in moving their companies and theerse industries toward a more sustainable
future. Most members are large corporations inolyérord, Nike, Shell, GM, BP, and
Unilever; the Consortium also included a few smidilens such as Plug Power (a fuel-cell
company) and a small number of non-profit orgafores, e.g. the World Bank. Initiated
through The Society for Organizational Learning @adounder, Peter Senge (1990; Senge,
Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur & Schley, 2008), the Corigon aims to apply principles of
organizational learning and dialogue (Senge, 189@gevelop new business practices that
incorporate concern for broader social and enviremtad issues.

In our study we asked, what accounts for the coliative work among these
organizations and their leaders? What we fourtdeaheart of these interactions is “Relational
Space” — a dialogical context of shared inquinystrand learning that was created before the

emergence of shared expectations or negotiatedqtspand which helps fuel the execution of



those projects over time. Our study thus expldresquality and dynamics of Relational Space,
and how that led to tangible projects and leartipgndividuals and organizations.

We begin by drawing some distinctions between suebdity consortia and
collaborative innovation more generally, focusimghmw trust might be created and how
learning might be facilitated in these highly comphand ill-structured situations. Next we
introduce our data and analytic methods, and ptesemesults of our analysis — the
identification of four dynamic contexts in the Corttum: Relational Space, Collaborative
Action, Participant Influences, and Governance. dieclude by reflecting on the
interdependence of these contexts, and on spegiéiities they embody including Aspirational

Trust and Dialogical Learning.

TRUST AND LEARNING IN INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL COLLABOR  ATIONS

Distinguishing Business Alliances from Sustainabily Collaborations
The theoretical context for our study is the wealtlempirical studies of collaborative

innovation in business organizations (Inkpen & @lir2004; Olk & Earley, 2000; Rangan, et al.,
2006; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994) and in multi-secthances that seek to solve specific
problems (Brown & Ashman, 1999; Gray, 2000; Ronlii@eLondon, 2003). According to a
wide review of the literature, most research imtei-organizational alliances and collaborations
is based on participating organizations that haweesset of common characteristics: Partner
firms may share an industry or product market (Rangt al., 2006; Ring, Doz & OIk, 2005),
may be organized around a specific institutionaldh@rowning, 1995; Maguire, Hardy &
Lawrence, 2004), or they have identified specifigjgcts that catalyze either a business

collaboration (Arino & de la Torre, 1998) or a “saalliance” (Rondinelli & London, 2003;



Berger, Cunningham & Drumwright, 2004). In casé®wme specific goals or outcomes may not
be articulated in advance, researchers have explbesprocess of negotiation that leads to shared
beliefs and congruent actions over time — a “doncaimsensus” (Gray, 1989) that leads to a
consensus of exchange (Olk & Earley, 2000). Suobngensus reflects an awareness of the
environmental interdependence that participanteesb@cause they all operate within a single
industry, market, or environmental region (Wonddtl& Yaffe, 2000; Ring, et al., 2005).

We contrast this wealth of research with membeustainability consortia, which are
not formed around single-market interdependencebydinstitutional risks and threats that are
widely perceived; rather, sustainability consotgiad to emerge due to a value-based (versus
purely economic) recognition of their social, eovimental, and global interdependence. This
perceived interdependence goes well beyond the-tdron and mid-term issues (or crises) that
motivate most other inter-organizational collabiomag (Gray, 2000; Wondolleck & Yaffe, 2000),
and instead reflects a much broader sensibilityatie role of business in society writ large,
which generates a longer time horizon of leaderahgborganizational learning (Senge et al.,
2008). Although some mid-term business issueslmayn the horizon for some firms in
sustainability consortia, by and large their meml@e not guided by shared institutional
pressures (c.f. Garud et al., 2002), nor is it éaslefine formal goals or deliverables in advance
of formation (Gray, 2000; Hart, 1999).

We suggest that the dynamics of organizing andemphtation in these multi-industry,
system-wide efforts will be different from the pesses found in industry-based consortia in a
variety of ways, including the lack of a formal Isafor trust between the firms (Currall & Inkpen,
2000; Faulkner, 2000) and significant uncertainthow knowledge and learning can be

generated in these ill-structured contexts (Ten&dgiohrman, 1999). We focus next on these



two general issues of trust and learning in muigjamizational collaboratives.
Trust in Sustainability Collaborations

Research has recognized the important role thstt pfays in the success of traditional
collaborations and strategic alliances (Arino &aé&orre, 1998; Inkpen & Currall, 2004). This
research focuses on the economic or strategic iteti&dt accrue to partner firms (Ring & Van
de Ven, 1994; Rangan, et al, 2006) or on the l@ngrtenefits to the shared industry (Browning
et al., 1995, Garud, Sanjay & Kumaraswamy, 20@2yood summary of this approach was
presented by Currall and Inkpen (2000: 328): “Jeentture trust is defined as reliance on
another party (i.e. person, group, or firm) undeoadition of risk.” In this view, reliance
reflects the possibility that one party’s fate t@ndetermined by the other party, and such
reliance is risky precisely because “a party waxgerience potentially negative outcomes, i.e.
‘injury or loss’, from the untrustworthiness of thtéher party” (ibid, pg. 330). These potentially
negative outcomes are central to this view, foithaut risk, trust is irrelevant” (ibid). Of
course, the risks are clear in joint ventures amirtess alliances that aim to generate knowledge
and institutional change, for only to the degres the benefits are trusharedwill the
contributing partners accrue the strategic (econpgains that motivate their participation.

Other researchers have argued that trust develggdime, incorporating more
“relational” aspects during the process, an idearsarized by Bachmann & Zaheer (2008:537)
in their recent analysis of this literature: “[SJjeamodel[s] of trust...suggest that calculative trust
can make the transition to relational trust, widehives from repeated interactions, and which
further can become identity-based trust at itstlimAccording to Inkpen & Currall’s “co-
evolution of trust” model (2004: 589), this is esiadly important in the formative stages of a

collaboration: “In newly formed alliances betwe@mf without prior interactions, a basis for



trust may be absent and the partners are oftencsusp of each other... As interactions increase
and individual attachments develop, trust may iasee’

Social Exchange Theory provides a basis for thiy eaeation of relational trust.
According to Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1965 tihisamy & White, 2005), early levels of
trust may be sparked by specific exchanges (or igeshof resources, including a publicly
stated and high-level financial commitment to egld@rm alliance that will provide economic
and business benefit for all firms involved. Tisi€learly seen in industry-based consortia with
pre-defined strategic goals; even if member comgga(dompetitors) have few previous
interactions, their public commitment to an ongdingncial contribution — an initial exchange
— creates a high level of relational trust thatlgsifurther social exchanges.

A good example of how Social Exchange Theory ergléie rapid creation of trust is
found in an in-depth analysis of the SEMATECH catiam, an R&D collaboration which
started in the early 1990s by Intel, IBM, AMD, Natal Semiconductor and others to retain
American advantage in the semiconductor manufaxgundustry (Browning, et al., 1995).

Each company paid up to $1.5 Million dollars peawyor five years (with matching funds from
the US Government), in addition to contributingflaatiozen or more full-time employees for a
2-year commitment. “The result of this reciprocitgs a group-based trust that allowed
members to cooperate” (Browning et al., 1995).effect, the up-front commitment of time and
resources by member organizations generates amiacd exchange of information,

knowledge and trust among all participants, throtnghshared goal of strengthening the industry
as a whole.

Differentiating Sustainability Collaborations fromraditional Alliances. In contrast to

SEMATECH, however, the initial commitments to thesg&inability Consortium were relatively



small: an annual fee of only $40,000 was used ppat the two consultant-leaders of the
project. As a benefit of that fee, a few compargmhbers were allowed to participate in a two-
day systems thinking workshops offered by the Spdag Organizational Learning. Each
company was asked to send up to five of their mesnioethe Sustainability Consortium’s semi-
annual meetings; most (but not all) meeting pauéiots also had their travel costs covered by
their organizations. Further, all projects andatodirations that arose from the interactions at
these meetings were voluntary — unlike other bissifierums like WBCSD, there was no
funding for consultants nor any personnel to pugggect tasks; all such work was to be
accomplished by consortium participants on thein éwe in their companies. Given such a
low up-front commitment of time and resources, 8bExchange Theory would predict that
initial levels of information sharing and trust rhigoe relatively low.

A different basis for initial trust may be gainduldugh social and professional networks
that exist prior to the founding of a consortiumn@R& Van de Ven, 1994). Many (but not all)
of the companies in the Sustainability Consortiuetevmembers of the Society for
Organizational Learning, which provides a profesalmetwork of managers committed to
organizational learning from a systems thinkingspective (Senge, 1990). In addition, many of
the companies who joined the Sustainability Comsorhad recognized the potential economic
benefits of the collaboration, at least in the sehst exploring sustainability could reduce
business risks, e.g., from future regulation sigthase developed or developing in Europe.

Even so, the research on trust in collaboratioggests that shared networks and
perceived company benefits may not on their owregae enough confidence and trust in a
collaboration member who is new to another parictp- the primary context in this Consortium

Arino & de la Torre, 1998; Bachmann & Zaheer, 2008pen & Currall, 2000; 2004). The high



degrees of relational trust necessary for sustdityatonsortia is still based on “past satisfagtor
experiences or partners’ reputation... [Thus],tthuslding must be a cyclic process within which
positive outcomes form the basis for trust develepinfand which] may be articulated in formal
agreements and contracts” (Huxham & Vangen, 2055).1

Curiously, as our analysis will suggest, the vaajomity of individual participants —
executives and middle managers in member compattias virtually no previous experiences
with each other regarding sustainability or oth@jgcts, nor was there significant reputational
knowledge across the participants. Moreover, Beidigreements nor contracts were developed
nor affirmed by participants during the procesartlier, although companies may have stated
values around sustainability, the actual participamthe Consortium were individuals, and
initially most of them had neither interacted naetrwith their counterparts from other
companies. These issues generate one of our chggarstions: On what basis is trust
developed in sustainability consortia, and whattlaeeconditions that support the creation of
trust and mutual respect in the Sustainability ©omsm?
Learning in Sustainability Collaborations

Closely associated with the creation of trust esgkneration of learning in sustainability
consortia. Organizational learning has been ifledtas one of the key benefits of business
collaborations generally; this is especially trugew inter-organizational learning can increase
both partners’ competitive advantage (Crossan &t®@u&996; Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr,
1996). Numerous scholars have examined the impmetaf learning alliances, especially in
periods of uncertainty and rapid change (Khanndat& Nohria, 1998).

By and large, scholars have identified two intetedi types of learning in joint ventures:

“learning about” partners, and “learning from” paats (Inkpen &Currall, 2004)Learning
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abouta partner “facilitates relational understandind aan provide the foundation for trust
development” as the parties share knowledge thabeaapplied to the exploratory project
venture (Inkpen & Currall, 2004: 593). Extending earlier description, the production of trust
requires a (sometimes extensive) period of intea@nd information sharing in order to
understand partners’ values and interests, anceoairces and skills that may be available
through the collaboration. Thisarning aboutpartners reflects a type of “behavioral learnimy”
the alliance (Lubatkin, Florin & Lane, 2001). Sedbnlearning froma partner can lead to
knowledge which may be applied by another to expiair own operations, thus constituting
“the private benefits that a firm can earn unilaligrby picking up skills from its partner”
(Inkpen & Currall, 2004: 593; see also Holmqvi€i02). These interactions reflect “cognitive
learning,” through which alliance partners comenoderstand what resources are available
through the relationship (Dyer & Singh, 1998), dnel ways in which these resources might be
“...blended and leveraged in a manner that is indegethy meaningful to each, [as they] realize
their ‘goal interdependence™ (Lubatkin et al., 200371). At the same time, the more valuable
the knowledge that is sourced by any partner, theerikely the partner can exploit it for private
rather than shared benefit (Noteboom, 2008). Thkjle many organizations often talk in
glowing terms about their alliances’ learning pdiEnlearning is a difficult, frustrating, and
often misunderstood process” (Inkpen, 2000: 777#.Wduld expect that this inherent tension in
strategic alliances’ learning process will alsdddewithin multi-sector alliances (Lawrence, et
al., 2002; London, Rondinelli & O’Neill, 2004).

This view has been clarified by scholars using 8daearning Theory to explain the
motivations and outcomes of collaborations invajvimcertainty and interdependence, like the

sustainability collaborations we are interested\ivhereadearning aboutandlearning from
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partners is especially relevant in the organizakemel focus of strategic alliances, the focus of
sustainability collaborations is often much broad®rolving “changes in societal institutions
and patterns of behavior” (Brown & Ashman, 1999%)15Based on the few studies involving
issues of Social Learning, we suggest that it'sartamt to explore this systemic process,
focusing on sets of interactions that might leatheoformation of new institutional practices
(Lawrence, Hardy & Phillips, 2002).

The Contexts for Collaborative Learninglthough previous studies have explored
learning within industry-based consortia (Arino & k& Torre, 1998; Lubatkin et al., 2001; Ring
& Van de Ven, 2004), there is very little empirieédention orhowthat learning occurs. For
example, Doz, Olk & Ring’s (2000) study of 84 R&Dnsortia in the U.S. identified six types of
learning by member companies, but they give noildetao how or why such learning took
place. Similarly, even in Arino & de la Torre’s9@8) detailed study of two product-based
collaborations, virtually no mention is made of wlearning took place and how it was enacted
by the member companies. We agree with Brown &wesin (1999) that learning in multi-
stakeholder alliances may be generated at theelifféevels of program learning, organizational
learning, and social learning. At the early stagfesollaboration, however, these three may not
be well distinguished. For example, what begina aegotiation between two organizations
may generate a specific project or program, whiely tead to practices that disseminate
throughout the collaboration, across multiple orgations (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994).

Following this approach we focus on tt@ntextfor learning in sustainability
collaborations, and on how organizational learngndescribed by participants. Others have
used specific contexts as the basis for undersigratillaborative action and the learning in

produces. For example, in their study of sociafiéng in sustainability collaborations, Bouwen



12

and Taillieu (2004: 144) identify a “relational ptece” as their unit of analysis; they define this
context as “any interactive project or exchangevbeh at least two actors.” Another approach
to exploring the context within which learning dae generated is exemplified by Tenkasi &
Mohrman (1999), who focus on “interpretive spaastontexts for mutual learning and joint
meaning making. Similarly, Bradbury & Lichtenst€#000) explore “the space between” actors
as the locus for interactive efforts like learnirig.this study we focus on “collaborative

context” as a general unit of analysis.

As mentioned above, the complexity of the taskaaichleads to our expectation that
significant time will be spent understanding thaltdnges being facdokforeany particular
projects are defined, negotiated, and executedy(Rian de Ven, 1994; Arino & de la Torre,
1998; Bouwen & Taillieu, 2004). As such, the picdynamics may be as much concentrated
on relationship-building overall rather than onjpod-based action, especially early in the
consortium’s development. For these reasons wesfattention on the interactions preceding

and leading to the creation and execution of collative projects.

METHODS
Setting
The Sustainability Consortium was founded in 199@ apecial program within the
Society for Organizational Learning (www.solonliomy). Their stated purpose is to “...build
the learning capacity to achieve economic, ecoldgind social sustainability [through] a
‘learning community’ of companies committed to decating the creation of knowledge needed
to achieve a truly sustainable economy” (Laur &18¢h2004). As mentioned in the

introduction, the Consortium was created as a \tahlyrcollaboration of mostly large
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corporations including Ford, Nike, British Petrateuand Unilever, as well as some smaller
companies including Plug Power, and a few NGOasuttiog the World Bank. The
collaborative was founded by two associates ofSthaety for Organizational Learning who
later agreed to organize and run the collabora®paid consultants. All other participation is
voluntary and without compensation.

Guided by the facilitators, Consortium membersldsthed limited governance structures
including a steering committee, membership feed,aamevolving set of practices around meetings
and projects. Member organizations rotate respditgito host the two or three day semi-annual
meetings, typically at or near the host compangipaorate headquarters. Approximately 50
participants attend each meeting, one-third of wlaoennew. Non-member attendees must be
invited by a member organization or by the fadidita, ensuring a balance of experienced and new
participants. Meetings include opportunities tcateenew projects and collaborations. Not all
organizations participate in all projects, but ¢cinganizers encourage such participation. Like other
aspects of participation in the Consortium, prgest carried out by volunteers from the member
organizations rather than by staff hired from menibes as in most other business consortia.
Sample and Data Collection

Roughly 200 individuals from the member compapi@gicipated in meetings between
1999 and 2004, including executives, line managgrgineers, internal consultants, and other
individual contributors. Four researchers (inchgliwo of the authors) also attended Consortium
meetings between 1999 and 2004. Individual fieltts from the meetings were discussed post
hoc in regular teleconferences among research teambers. Communal observational data
were double checked with facilitators and, whengrapriate, with participants. During that

period, 42 interviews were conducted with partiofgeon the topic of collaboration; interviewees
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included 29 executives/senior managers in memhbapaaies, six managers from non-profits,
five internal/external consultants, and the comsortfacilitators. All but one of the interviews
were audio-taped and transcribed. Demographicldethout our data sample are presented in

Table 1.

Please See Table Demographics of Interviewees

Following our theoretical framing, we asked eatleriviewee to discuss their experiences
within a “collaborative context,” defined as a Sfieqroject or a series of interactions that were
meaningful to the participant. Using an approduett ts similar to the “critical events” method
utilized by other researchers (Arino & de la Tod898), each interviewee was asked to describe
the characteristics of a “successful” collaborateatext (i.e. the project or other set of
interactions) in the Consortium, and then an unsssfal one (Motowidlo & Carter, 1992).
Interview questions elicited a high degree of detmough semi-structured questions which
allowed the interviewees to emphasize various aspéd¢he collaborations, and through
directive probes about who was involved, how theyeannvolved, what seemed to work well,
and what things the participant could have donkeintly.

Through the interviews and observation notesreésearchers developed a time-line
highlighting key events and the most significardjects to emerge in the first four years of
collaboration. This time line is presented in Tabl&ote that although the Consortium had its
kick-off meeting in 1998, no formal projects emeatder more than 18 months, i.e. not until

June, 2000. The first round of interviews tookcplan 2001 and the second in 2002.
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Please see Table Zimeline of Consortium Projects.

Coding and Analysis

As mentioned above, our unit of analysis was thialgorative context defined by the
interviewee. In a formal sense, we see these xtsns a series of interactions between two or
more participants focusing on a specific projeeerg, or arena for learning and shared action
(Bouwen & Taillieu, 2004). Thus, rather than limg collaborative contexts to the recognized
projects (see Table 2), we chose to let particgpdascribe any set of interactions that was
meaningful to them. Although many of these collaltive contexts were projects (30% of all
mentions), participants described a wide rangenfexts for collaboration. Overall the
interviewees reported 86 total collaborative coftthese are presented in Table 3, in the Results
section below.

Our qualitative research process unfolded in séypdases, following a traditional
grounded theory approach. Within each contextédaboration, we performed open-coding of
each transcript, using words and phrases to igethi# issues that appeared to be salient and
important to the participants (Strauss & Corbind8Q Guided by our research questions, we
paid close attention to (a) the characteristichefcollaborative contexts described by
participants; (b) the trust, learning and otheraiyits that emerged within those contexts, and
(c) any other qualities that may have influenceddbllaborations.

We gained inter-rater reliability in several wayEhe first and second author started by
coding a subset of the interviews, iteratively @dg codes to a limited number of themes,
which were then organized into four main categofdites & Huberman, 1994). The authors

then came together to compare their themes, igergisimilarities and differences in their
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coding schemes. Together we worked out a parsirmerset of 18 themes across four categories
that best summarized the qualities and charadtarisbth authors had identified in their analysis
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). These 18 themes are showable 4, below.

Next, as a means of further increasing coding itglidn MBA research assistant who
had not been connected with the project coded anstibset of interviews, using the coding
scheme developed by the first two authors. Agreinetween the third coder and the first two
authors was 81.8%. The second author and tree¢bder then worked together to resolve any
differences until 100% agreement was reached. llf#itlae third coder coded the rest of the
interviews, using the final coding scheme. Thexies, developed across all three researchers,
became the basis of our results (see Table 4).

Eighteen distinct themes seems quite a lot, howéehisrrelatively large number of
themes should not be a surprise, for several reagast, although each of these themes is
conceptually distinct, we see them as interdependeach one affects the other in a holistic
way (Huxham & Vangen, 2005), particularly withinchaof the four categories. Second, in line
with this, we feel our primary contribution is immaggregation of themes into the four
categories (see below), especially the categofRRelational Space,” which seemed to be at the
heart of successful collaborations in our datausTlour findings will focus on describing the
four core categories, as well as the interdepentientes (qualities) within each. Finally, we
note that using a similar theory-generating apgrdacdheir 15 years of qualitative data,
Huxham & Vangen (2005) identify seventeen themeghvtogether describe the key issues in
inter-organizational collaborations. Perhaps ungsingly, many of their themes are similar to
ours; however we became aware of their themesadtdy our initial analysis. More

importantly, due to the fact that we carefully éolled the analytic methods of qualitative
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analysis, we are confident that the themes whickrged from the data accurately reflect our

best assessment and most parsimonious analysigsihies of which we present next.

FINDINGS
Contexts for Collaboration

We begin by exploring the range of collaboratieatexts mentioned by Consortium
participants, which are listed in Table 3. As dised above, these interviewee-defined
collaborative contexts reflect a set of interacithirough which they enacted and experienced
collaboration. Almost a third of these contexdfer to specific projects that emerged and were
formalized in the Consortium, e.g. the Material®lf@ project, Distributed Generation, and
Sustainable Transportation. Another 20% referoithé bi-annual consortium meetings — the
semi-annual events hosted by Consortium compariesording to our field notes each of these
meetings had a unique feel, owing to the partica¢genda and specific issues being covered; the
host company worked with the consultants to orgatheir meeting.

In addition to formal projects and formal meetingsother 42% of the collaborative
contexts reflected sets of interactions within¢basortium as a whole. That is, 36 of the 86
contexts identified by interviewees were simplyegtBustainability Consortium,” indicating that
the Consortium itself was the most relevant angéstlocus of collaborative learning and action
for them. This result was somewhat unexpected)ehds to broaden our “unit of analysis” to
incorporate the Consortium in geneaalwell aghe collaborative projects that emerged within
it. Supporting our broadening of boundaries, tweeo participants discussed internal company
projects whose ideas were catalyzed by one of tdodieborations at the Consortium, and one

CEO talked about his interactions with a senior agen in the Consortium — a serendipitous
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meeting which led the CEO to invite this colleagnéeave his current organization and join the

CEOQ'’s executive team.

Please see Table Gollaborative Contexts Mentioned by Interviewees

We are intrigued by the fact that projects makéesp than one-third of all the
collaborative events mentioned. Given our focuseaming in collaborations, this finding
suggests that collaborative projects were impotahinot the only catalyst for learning. Instead,
we found that peer interactions account for theoniigj of reported collaborative events.

Four Categories of Collaboration

Our in-depth qualitative analysis revealed 18 tbewr qualities of collaboration, which
we aggregated into four categories. Drawing osdtdata as well as our field notes and post-
meeting discussions, participants’ most salierggaties of interaction welRelational Space,
andAction Projectsthe two other categories &articipant InfluencesndGovernance These
four categories, and our definitions and an exarfipla each of the themes within them, are
listed in Table 4 below. Next we briefly summarihese findings.

Category 1: Relational Space

Interviewees consistently mentioned the rare tuafirelationships they experienced
inside the Consortium, using descriptors such asogss, respect, inspiration, support, safety,
proximity, and friendship. We were able to idensfx distinct (but interrelated) themes in the
data which, as a whole, reflect a high-quality egglof relationships that we call Relational
Space. We briefly describe each of these therher,duggest how they interact in the creation

of Relational Space as a whole.
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Aspirational Trust. A unique form of trust gained through a visiorftake the world a

better place.” Whereas values-based trust depanpiastactions that demonstrate corporate
principles, Aspirational Trust reflects a visionfofure potential that may transcend one’s
organization, expressing one’s personal, “pro-$biaology and motivation for action.
Reflective LearningA mutual learning process — the simple but rareoojpity to give

open consideration to all ideas and perspectiféss type of learning appeared to involve a
balance of advocacy and inquiry in conversationd, @articipants noted a “dialogical”
process (Isaacs, 1993) of checking assumptionklibgiupon each others’ thinking, and
focusing on learning rather than on problem-sohangegotiation.

Peer-ConnectAlthough rare in most business interactions, peerselationships were
ubiquitous in the Consortium. Peer-Connect refl@ct experience of mutual support and
that transcends rank, making most participantsdeet¢pted and heard regardless of the size
of their company or their role within their orgaaiion.

Helping. People offered help, ideas, and a willingness &vestheir insights to support each
other. The sense of emotional connection in theteuability Consortium appeared to be
deeper and more personal than one might expecttfaatitional business relationships or
learning consortia (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Bouwen é&illleu, 2004).

Commitment to Proces®ver time participants formed strong, positive tielasships — these
were crucial in deepening their engagement in thiesGrtium. Process and temporality thus
stood out as a key quality of Relational Spaceyriparating specific exercises, face-to-face
interaction, and a wealth of iterative interactiansong participants.

Whole-Self Presenckterviewees referred to the uniqueness of shdath personal as

well as business goals within and between indiMidugetings. The acceptance of personal
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stories and the inclusion of topics relating to’snwehole self — e.g. values, family, feelings,
and concerns far beyond one’s company, offeredagegal dimension to the meetings

which appeared to be fundamental to the creatidRetdtional Space.

Please see Table Qualities of Collaborations — Categories and Themes

Deepening Relational Space.

As mentioned above, these six qualities are inferdéent and operate together to create
the experience of Relational Space. This sengg@flependence across themes is reflected in
the following quote: “Collaboration takes a lot ¢mm. It's a lot more uncertain. There’s a lot
more opinions to deal with..... But the benefits thigt people can really inspire one another to
do stuff.” (50) This participant referenc€@mmitment to Process highlighting the time-
dimensions of interactions; at the same time tloegss is inspiring, reflecting tielping
quality of the collaborative context. Another udgfarspective is exemplified by a middle-
manager from Ford, whose following description efd&ional Space — “the environment that we
create” — involves a three-way connection betwiReftective Learning, Commitment to Process
andWhole-Self Presence:

| don’t know if it's the environment that we creaiethe learning principals, but

[fellow participants] do tend to bare their soulsre and set a precedence for

showing truly what's going on and where the chakshare. And | think there are

other collaborations where if you don’t take thmdito adhere to and practice

some of the learning principals, that doesn’t hap@®o...I've seen people be

more open and sharing of what they’re doing. (RF)

Overall, participants explained how the qualityReflational Space appeared to influence

action projects that emerged in the Consortiunaddition, they described how their

collaborations were affected by prior influenced &g the way the Consortium was facilitated
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and organized. Next we elaborate upon these tithee categories of interaction, and how they
shaped and supported the Relational Space whickaaggto be central.
Category 2: Action Projects

In addition to participant’s experience of RelaabSpace we also found that most of the
interviewees reflected on the importance of targgtaitcomes and projects that emerged through
the Consortium. As one executive explained: “Weerast just hoping, we are also engaging in
concrete projects.” Another participant noted: &Dthe time of the consortium, | think the
conversation shifted towards action. What are hinegs that we can start to do with one
another...and where might we start to join one arath&irly common projects.” Our analysis
of the data revealed five qualities reflected iniéw Projects, includingangible Goals
OutcomesAligning InterestsProject StructuringandResources/Risksee Table 4).
Category 3: Participant Influences

The values, goals and aspirations of participantstheir home organizations set the stage

and shaped a good deal of the interactions witteronsortium. We identified three themes of
Participant Influence®rganizational ContexOrganizational GoalsandPersonal Aspirations
These were reflected in the following quote:

This [i.e. sustainability] is something very impant to me personally, but it's

also, | think, very important to the company. Amately, the company has in fact

invested a lot of resources in trying to understdmsl issue. [Overall this made
me] extremely definitely passionate about gointheomeeting. (49)

Note how this participant’Bersonal Aspiratiorior sustainability is reflected as an
Organizational Goathat has led to a@rganizational Contexbf investing resources. These
three qualities are hugely motivating, leading fiesson to be “extremely definitely passionate”
about the meetings. We were surprised to seexipiessed over and over in the data,

suggesting the important role tiRersonal Aspirationplayed in the Consortium, especially
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when these passions are shared by their sponsmgagization.
Category 4: Governance

We use the term Governance to describe the fdmlitand the administrative routines
that emerged in the Sustainability Consortium. sehare captured in four themésernal
Control, Meeting StructurelLeadershipandParticipant Balancethis last referring to finding
the right number of business members vs. consslard NGOs in Consortium Meetings. Table
4 presents our major findings — the presence aktl@ur categories — and the themes within

them.

TRUST AND LEARNING IN RELATIONAL SPACE

Aspiration, Trust, and Pro-Social Motivation

One key theme in our analysi$ersonal Aspiratior- may provide an avenue for
explaining the motivation for trust building in tiseistainability Consortium. This
aspect of Participant Influence is clearly exprdsaghe following quote by one senior
manager: “l have great personal aspirations ferwhork and a sense of pride.... Frankly,
| think of this as doing God’s work.” (SC03). $hiegree of commitment is rare, but
has been described as the "motivation to make-aquial difference” (Grant, 2007).
This idea was also framed by Thompson & Bunder2603: 572) as ideological
currency: “...the ‘real motivation’ for many employe'tomes from believing that their
work has a purpose, and that they are part ofgetaffort to achieve something truly
worthwhile.”

Personal Aspiratiorthus describes an individual’'s passionate comnmitriee

sustainability and their willingness to go far begidhe expected in donating their time
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and efforts. As explained by one participant: “S&é@eople are committed, | mean really
committed, beyond what | would have believed ifdren’t involved.” Research into
collaborations for sustainability like this one bdound that managers with such strong
personal aspiration may be compelled to expraaspitojects that far exceed their
accepted job roles and job scope, a finding regeathfirmed in the context of employee
support programs (Grant, Dutton & Rosso, 2008ke‘tempered radicals” (Meyerson
& Scully, 1995), the values held by individuals n@aymay not be reflected in the
missions of their host organizations. Yet, as dexify science shows, personal
aspiration leads individuals to access a broadeyeraf resources for change, and
thereby may help catalyze emergence, as we ske setf-organization of consortium
projects (Lichtenstein, Carter, Dooley & Gartne€d02; McKelvey, 2004).

Aspirational Trust.Drawing on this view oPersonal Aspirationwe turn to our first
research question which asks how trust was developthe Sustainability Consortium. In a
third round of analysis, we identified some intilgypatterns of trust development — patterns
which build on yet go beyond current research osttin collaborations.

One the one had, our data did show the expectatsfof trust. For example, one
participant explained how his trust of a partnesdae to the high degree of technical
information they offered to the Consortium, reflagtthe effects of Social Exchange Theory:

And the technical detail provided on behalf of [Ba@ helped build the trust.
Me personally, | don’t know that much about [prodlioe], but I know
enough to know that they're sharing very deeplyatbthe technical content
of what they did. (49)
In another case that reflects the influence of ta&an, one senior executive explained that he

had previously worked with several of the other GE®the consortium, and already held their
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companies in high esteem:
They were all people that we had worked with in gast who have high
integrity, and | think it makes a big differencd. also think it was the
companies involved as well. (BK)

However, in addition to these more common forpasticipants described a third form of
trust that was extended without projected exchangegrior reputation. Instead, this form of
trust also seemed to reflect thersonal Aspirationsf participants:

I would say that it [trust] was there more at thegibning [than may be
typical], just because we were all coming togethgng to have this common
vision of helping the world. (SC02)

It took [only] about 24 hours before | was reallyuech more open and
trusting.... | think just the level of openness tbtiter people were exhibiting,
how much they were really sharing about their owgadhs, their own fears,
and their own hopes. (41)

I would say the thing that makes [these collabored} happen is just leading
with trust, and having that trust fulfilled, warted, justified, enforced. (42).

We use the term “Aspirational Trust” to describis fiorm of shared certainty, and in so
doing we distinguish it from other types of trud¢mtified by researchers of collaborations. In
particular, this Aspirational Trust seemed to emarght away — almost instantly — simply by
virtue of the broad visions shared and articuldtggarticipants and leaders in the Consortium.
Curiously, it appears to bypass the period of nagoh which is predicted for broadly-based
consortia (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994; Inkpen & CurraD04); it also transcends the “reciprocal
trust process” found by Huxley & Vangen (2005)heit practice-oriented model of
collaborations.

Others have argued that trust can be created thrshayed values, i.e. due to “one’s
confidence in another’s goodwill... [based on] faitithe moral integrity or goodwill of others”

(Ring & Van de Ven, 1994: 93). In this case, hogrethe trust we found seems to be based on
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sharedaspirations— the “hopes” and “dreams” for a sustainable wthkt are expressed by
individuals and in many cases by their organizatiaswell. In this way the presence of
Aspirational Trust goes one step beyond “sharedesl thus offering a broader view into how
trust may be generated in sustainability consortia.
Reflective Learning in Relational Space

Like the three forms of trust in these collabaras, the ways that participants described
their learning does correspond with the previondifigs of collaboration scholars, especially in
the ways that participants “learned from” otherkjcl revolved around how their peers were
exploring and effecting sustainability in their argzations. For example:

[I appreciated] learning what other people are Kinig and what other
organizations are doing in this area. (39)

| have learned a lot about how companies think tlaatainability.... And
those were not necessarily collaborations betwearr..onganizations, but
more us sharing a lot of ideas and learning froohedher. (46)

[Some] companies didn’'t quite know what sustaingbiheant to them. So,
for them it was a matter of ...how do | deal withtairsability but not destroy
my business. (BK)

However, a host of interviewees presented a @iffetype of learning that was neithearning
aboutnorlearning fromtheir collaboration partners. Instead, partictpa®emed to dearning
together collaborating for mutual benefit and shared laagniFor example:

So | guess the key learning there was [that] etiengh it is our project, we
wanted to make sure that it was a two-way collamma . where knowledge
is shared in collaborative efforts [rather thargtjooming to us. (40)

And because of the consortium getting togetherheard about this project...
And then we recruited companies within the consaortio help out. So they
were willing to collaborate on learning together.this idea of collaborative
learning is really pretty different from most peepl interactions with
suppliers or customers or competitors. (38)
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These quotes reflect a kind of learning that wentéReflective Learning.” Reflective
learning is inherently dialogical and mutually sapjve, rather than some forms of “knowledge
creation” that are more opportunistic and focusedhe individual firm (e.g. Noteboom, 2008). The
guotes above suggest that these participant$eamming with” each other, reflecting what might be
called collaborative learning. Like dialogue, eefive learning can engender significant
institutional innovations that go beyond the kna¥ge boundaries of all participants (Roth & Senge,
1996; Waddell, 2005). Lubatkin and colleagues {2A(362) refer to this as reciprocal learning, a
new form of collaborative relationship “whose primantent is to co-experiment and leverage each
others’ unique, but complementary, knowledge stmas.”

Another aspect of the Reflective Learning we foigléarning how to learrabout
sustainability, in an environment that encouragesiry about challenging issues. As one
participant reported: “My mental model about th@sortium is it's companies learning to learn
about tough problems. ... the companies are payicgei@e the learning environment.” (49)

This kind of shared inquiry leads to personal arafgssional learning outcomes:
I want to learn and reflect and think about thedhparts of running the
business... It's the only place | can go with augrof people that | can reflect
and utilize all four parts of my learning wheel. haf's why I'll continue
[with] it. ...I like to learn, I like to soak the dédrent views up. (SC02)

The Primacy of Relational Space

At the heart of Relational Space is trust andnliegy— qualities that appear to be
interdependent with peer-connections, helping, cament to process and ‘whole-self’
presence. Together these six qualities of RelatiSpace reflect an ecology of

reflection, trust, and systemic thinking. Accordiegour participants, these

interdependent qualities make Relational Spacecesdyeuseful for exploring the
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systemic challenge of sustainability. Like all legpes Relational Space is dynamic and
evolving; these dynamics also extend to Action &utgj as well as to Participant
Influences and Governance. Our next analysislpredplores these dynamics in the

Sustainability Consortium.

DYNAMICS OF RELATIONAL SPACE

Although we have insufficient evidence to proposeranal model, our analysis and
intimate knowledge of the Consortium leads to aadyic framework, shown in Figure 1. This
framework summarizes the relationships among RelatiSpace, Action Projects, Participant
Influences and Governance. In our view, Relati@mdce and its characteristics are the
centerpiece of organizing in this sustainabilit{ladworation; it is a critical precursor to the
emergence of collaborative projects. Relationac®gs supported by Participant Influences
such as participants’ aspirations and the busigeals of member organizations, and also by
Governance features including the meeting structaternal controls, and leadership. These

inter-connections are modeled in Figure 1, andgutesl next.

Figure 1 — Dynamics of Interaction in the Sustainaitity Consortium

Relational Space> Action Projects.
Many participants suggested that the depth @risg and learning about sustainability

required Relational Space, which then led to specdllaborations and Action Projects. For
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example, one participant showed hBeflective Learningwhen done well, rapidly generates
Action Projects:
Collaboration doesn’t occur simply by listening. li@boration in my mind
occurs when the listening turns into an understandiwhen the group
understands that | understand them. And when tt@itrs, trust immediately
is created and collaboration occurs. (37)
Another made the link between the creation of tamst how it can be applied into specific
projects:
How can we work together toward sustainability? Véejot this consortium,
we’ve been meeting, we’ve established a level wdttr.in collaboration and
now how do we want to move forward with that? Ahd whole point of [a
key meeting] was to try to come away with some sdéa those types of
projects. (50)
Finally, several elements of Relational Space aedly described in this next quote,
which recognizes how successful new projects irval\combination dPeer-
ConnectingHelping Aspirational TrustandWhole-Self Presence
| looked at it as a way to build a community oéfids who are trying do this
work together, learn the best practices in somgthivat’'s been relatively
new...primarily learning methodologies. Build a netky and then try to
work on some real cool projects together to kind.tf change the world.
(SC02)
Participant Influences - Relational Space
As Zilber (2002) reminds us, meaning attracts actoraction. Some forward-looking
participants see the business mandate changingya that align more closely with their
personal values, providing opportunities to rediteeir corporations. As one participant

explained, “My work is anchored in personal comneitrn | need to align my personal values

and express those in work.” Connecting personalegato workplace values expands intrinsic
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motivation, through an increasingly recognized mofi¢deological currency” (Thompson &

Bunderson, 2003) that we discussed above.

Governance-> Relational Space.

The quality of facilitation and the intensive ygtem structure of each meeting enabled a
stronger experience of Relational Space and dewetapof trust and commitment. Participants
described the role of meeting structure:

The first day was fairly regimented...And the nexy @aas in fact loosely structured around
dialogue. And | think it's because we were so eeddfe first day with actual [X-company]
issues and successes and failures that the rirst 60 days’ openness allowed us to engage
in conversations that were meaningful.
Likewise, ineffective Governance compromised Refal Space: “And | was floored that there
were more consultants in attendance than there pvaotitioners. All of a sudden, | was feeling
very uncomfortable. And feeling low levels of triisOur findings suggest that the participants’
positive experience inside the Sustainability Cotigm depended on the presence of Relational
Space, on a supporti¥@rganizational Contexton the right mix of participants in the room, and
on minimal formal controls.

Overall, these examples suggest that Participdiuieinces and Governance play an

important role in the creation of Relational Spandurn, Relational Space seems to be a

foundation for the creation of Action Projects. @nclude by reflecting on the implications of

these dynamics and other findings from the study.
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
Implications for Research on Collaborations

In seeking to understand the dynamics of a sudity collaboration, we drew on two
connected literatures — research on corporate R&i3artia and strategic alliances (Cropper, et
al, 2008; Faulkner & De Rond, 2000; Inkpen & CurraD04), and studies of multi-sector
collaborations (Cooperrider & Dutton, 1999; Glagfear et al., 2007; Gray, 2000). Whereas
researchers of corporate alliances focus moreamsactional issues including trust, governance
and control, researchers of multi-sector constvegbiartnerships tend to focus on the relational
dynamics of shared values and social exchange (Bod@wTaillieu, 2004; Muthusamy & White,
2005). However, in all situations when the inigialals and aims are unclear and difficult to
agree upon, the necessary production of trusttfdoncomitant learning that ensues, is
predicted to be a slow and challenging endeavochvigquires many cycles of commitment,
execution and exchange which allow all partiees their confidence in the goodwill and
satisfactory behavior of their partners.

Our study of the Sustainability Consortium thravesv light on this process, highlighting
several qualities that have not been expressddsititerature. First, we identified a unique form
of trust in the Consortium — Aspirational Trust kigh was not “earned” in a transactional way,
but seemed to be conferred only because of a shaption among participants. Although
other forms of trust were present, Aspirationalstiig distinct in that it goes beyond perceptions
of pastbehaviors, and relies on theojected vision®f self and other. We hope this finding
helps others explore how aspiration and trust amaected in sustainability collaborations.

Secondly, we identified an expanded kind of leagnin the Consortium which we call

Reflective Learning Incorporating a less-utilized stream of orgatianal learning research,
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this kind of learning involves a balance of advgcand inquiry (Senge, 1990) and reflection-in-
action (Schoen, 1983) which can lead to a transdtion of both parties (Carlisle, 2004) and
potentially of the system itself (Lubatkin et &001). Although we identified more common
kinds of learning in the Consortium, we were inied by the presence of this mutually-
beneficial style of learning, especially becauseas exemplified in relationship-building more
than in action projects. We hope others will explurther the role oReflective Learningn
sustainability consortia.

Third, and most importantly, we identified Rela#b Space — an ecology of high-quality
interactions -- that form a precursor to ActionjBets. This finding builds on the recognition
that negotiation and direction-setting are alwagsent in inter-organizational collaborations
(Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). However, Relational &paxtends that idea by showing how a
trustful, learning-based interactions can be crebéforethe existence of formal goals or the
emergence of even exploratory projects. Indeedh®most broadly systemic issues like
sustainability, Relational Space may be essertipfdvide an appropriate “container” for

collaboration (Senge et al., 2006; 2007; 2008).

Although we have not seen Relational Space destfitrmally by others, we believe the notion
is present in other studies showing how suppo#ive respectful interactions play an important
role in producing uncommon innovations. For examsle term “relationality” (Bradbury &
Lichtenstein, 2000) emphasizes how such high-quigitovations may be generated in this
“space between” individuals and organizations. Marend Konno (1998: 46) use the tdvato
describe “a shared space that serves as a foundatiGnowledge creation...[which] includes

qualities of care, trust and commitment, interacaod reflection, reconciling mental models,
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and enacting these qualities in action with othé&inaka & Konna, 1998: 46-48). We believe
that the notion of Relational Space fits well witle movement toward Positive Organizational
Scholarship (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003), drat it can be useful as a frame for a range

of interdependent qualities — six of which werenitifeed in our study.

Implications for Practice
In a separate study of learning-based collaborasueh as the Sustainability Consortium,

our research group reported several insights we fained for “building a healthy ‘learning

ecology’ for systemic changetitation temporarily removed Here we integrate those insights
with our current findings, to offer our suggestidosbusiness leaders and organizational
change-agents seeking to direct their organizatomnard positive social and environmental
change.

1) Bring the system’s key representative stakeholdert®gether. In seeking to grapple with
how to become sustainable, the level of analysisase properly that of thentire systenor
ecology of businesa which practitioners find themselves. For ex&mp retailer concerned
with customer complaints about environmental qualitd product safety might convene
representative retailers, factory owners, consupseqspliers, logistics experts, and
transporters to begin sharing their views of thetey.

2) Leverage a preexisting social networkConvening stakeholders in dialogue is more natura
when the participants share networks in advancealance must be sought between enough
and too much familiarity, mixing new with old faceschallenge outmoded viewpoints.

3) Put relational space before project focuslt takes time to generate coherent movement

toward collaborative action. Emphasis on dialogneé cultivating comfortable self
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5)

6)

7)
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expression, inviting engagement of the whole persmrates a tension between getting value
in exchange for participants’ time. Awareness thatdesire to “hurry things along” may
subvert optimization of the process is therefong Keialogue is a way to change mindsets
and a mechanism to generate collaborative sodiaragHabermas, 1989).

Build commitment through co-investment. Consortium members who view membership
as “fee for service” are not as engaged as thosesiare the work and commit funding for
supportive resources such as professional degigititdtion and creation of technical tools
that help move a group toward coherent action (Sen@l, 2006).

Carefully structure governance. Good meeting design and light-handed facilitatian

help create adequate time for dialogue. Dialogutself an intervention, given the fast-
paced workflow at the executive level and among tmanagers and contributors. Keep the
vision present for all.

Crystallize collaborative projects At frequent and regular intervals it is helpfol t
acknowledge potential interest in a collaborativggxct, while also reminding participants
that it will take time to gain traction. The mdrghtly bound to the daily business tasks of
those present (as opposed to a good idea for “smenalse” to do), the more likely the
project can move forward.

Link individual and collective efforts. Personal aspiration is a key driver of system-wide
efforts for change, and individual schema change tke heart of these efforts. At the same
time, creating a culture of collective learning aminmunity is essential for the emergence
of shared schema which are necessary to coalediséimal efforts in complex, multi-level

change processes.
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Limitations and Extensions

Our study has a number of limitations. First, dia¢a are based on retrospective
interviews, although Druskat and Wheeler (2003)cate that the validity and reliability of
retrospective self reports are stronger when ewdggsribed have occurred within the past year,
as ours did. We attempted to mitigate the potept@blems with qualitative case-based analysis
through the use of multiple coders across mulspdges of analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998;
Yin, 1994), as well as through triangulation of theerviews with our longitudinal field notes
(Kirk & Miler, 1986). Our research team meetingsrvoften lively debates through which we
processed our data.

Moreover, the Sustainability Consortium is onlgigle case, albeit based on well-
known multi-national corporations observed overutryear period. Indeed, the capacity of
the participants to work together was consideraklyanded by the attention to organizational
learning practices (e.g., dialogic conversatiorg mmnforced by the facilitators until they
became more automatic. However, the data are hagngistent with other reports of particular
types of consortia focused on complex and ambigissuges and transformational learning
(Ring, Doz & OIk, 2005). The difficulties in geradizing notwithstanding (Numagami, 1998),
additional studies are required before more formyalbtheses may be developed.

Conclusion

Corporations are recognizing that seemingly inaialet system-wide problems can be
approached through innovation-based collaboratiagtistheir business counterparts across
multiple industries (e.g. WCBSD; Glasbergen, et2007). Our study explores the
Sustainability Consortium, a collaboration of cagimns that aspired to create the leading edge

of system-wide change. Our results suggest tlea¢tiduring collaborations were founded on an
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ecology of high-quality interactions, aspiratiotraist and reflective learning — the combination
of which we term Relational Space. We found thataj this space there emerges a broad
spectrum of collaborative contexts — projects, &jemd meetings -- that provide avenues for
learning by individual participants and their comies.

Business relations are increasingly defined by esoo and technical transactions which
give little place to relational endeavors. Soajidts from Weber to Habermas suggest that this
“system” of techno-rationality will increase as fifeworld, most readily analogous to the
practices associated with relational space, dithegsThe danger is that it will become more
difficult to grapple with messy problems that camit us at this stage of economic development,
i.e., atime in which the need to embrace what ansoto a sustainability revolution if we are to
survive as a species. We may therefore say thphasizing the importance of Relational Space
is one of the necessary building blocks of a soatae revolution. Relational space calls our
attention to cultivate the internal landscape f@mhan endeavors from which life-benefitting
technology may eventually emerge.

These novel collaborations, based on personal sane relationships as well as on
business strategy, represent exploratory atteroptstitutionalize sustainability-seeking change
across industries. In this way, corporations #flatv for highly complex, assumption-
challenging learning may find new ways to transf@ompetitive relationships into truly

sustainable partnerships across multiple stakersldigh tangible benefit for many.
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Table 1: DEMOGRAPHICS OF INTERVIEWEES
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Code number | Gender | Participant Category OrgRank | Meting Organization
Frequency

SE] F Senior Executiv Senio Low HP

SEZ M Senior Executiv Senio High Pluc

SE: M Executive Senio High BP

SE¢ M Executive Senio High Harley

SEt M Executive Senio High NE Utilities

BK F Executive Senio Low BF

BT M Executive Senio High Prat

JM M Executive Senio Low Shell Cher

SCO: M Executive Senio High Forc

SCO0: M Executive Senio High Interface

SCO0¢ M Executive Senio High Harley

SCO¢ M Executive Senio High NE Utilities

SCO¢t F Executive Senio High Nike

SC1( F Executive Senio High Interface

SCI1: F Executive Senio Low Nike

SC1¢ F Executive Senio High Schlumberge

SC1¢ F Executive Senio Low HP

SC2( M Executive Senio Low Prat

MM1 M Manage Middle Low DTE

SC1t M Managel Middle Low Interface

SC1¢ M Managel Middle Low Pluc

SC1i M Managel Middle Low Harley

CVv M Managel Middle Low HP

DR M Managel Middle Low

RF M Managel Middle Low Forc

Scl: M Managel Middle Low Forc

SC2: F Manager Middle Low Visteor

SC1¢ F Managel Juniol Low Visteor

SC1¢ M Managel Juniol Low Visteor

037 M Consultar Senio Low HP

03¢ M Consultar Senio Low NativePeople

04E M Consultar Senio Low Nike

044 M Consultar Middle Low Nike

03¢ M Consultar Middle Low DTE

SCO: M Senior Executive, Nc-profit | Senio High S.W.

SCO! M Managel- Non-profit Senio High Sustaine

SCO¢ F Managei- Non-profit Senio High TNS

04: M Managei- Non-profit Senio Low Mentor prograr

04¢€ F Managel- Non-profit Middle Low Mentol

05C F Managel— Non-profit Middle High

JC M Researcht Senio High MIT

SC11/\V F Facilitator Senio High SeedS)

SCO09/NV M Facilitator Senio High SeedS)

SC21/NV M Facilitator/ Senio High Sol




44

Table 2: Timeline of Action Projects in the Sustaiability Consortium.

ne

—
<

)

DATE Event/ Brief Description STATUS in 2008
STARTED Project Name
June, 1998 Origin of Conversation among representatives
Consortium from multi national corporations
gathered at the Society of
Organizational Learning led to a
white paper defining the
Sustainability Consortium.
January, 1999| Semi annual | First ‘official’ meeting hosted by a | Most recent meeting held in May, 2008,
meetings company (Xerox). hosted by Nike in Beaverton OR..
begin
June, 2000 Frameworks | Conceptual model describing how | Frameworks document has been made
sustainability frameworks can be | public. It is referred to as a common
related and operationalized inside | document by participants in the
companies. consortium
December, Proteus Distributed energy generation using The group disbanded in 2004, some of t
2000 fuel cells to improve ideas continue to percolate in the more
economic/socially disadvantaged | discrete efforts of the customer design
areas of the world focus groups.
December, Cool Fuel Partnership between energy and | Expanded to other companies after initig
2000 carpet company to establish energy success. Continues as a vibrant progran
use and to offset that use; carbon | between companies and uses a third par
reduction certified by third party. | certification process.
December, Women Dialogue group for women in the | Meets by teleconference every 6 weeks.
2000 Leading consortium Hosted its first international meeting Apr
Sustainability 2006 at Nike with 80 participants, 40 from
the developing world. All meetings of the
Consortium include a WLS sub-meeting
June, 2001 Distributed Exploring with member companies| Small group developed a preliminary
Energy the value and draw-backs to using | framework to inform marketing.
Generation distributed generation technology | Disbanded after learning had been
crystallized.
2002 Materials Companies working together on Continues to evolve in regular meetings,
Pooling eliminating toxins from their value | teleconference and in person. Emphasig| i
chain by addressing their market | limited to removal of 3 primary toxins
needs to the chemical suppliers. | from shared materials.
2003 Green Companies exploring how to create Group disbanded.
Marketing: more customer demand for green
Cultivating products

Markets




Table 3: Collaborative Contexts Mentioned by Internvewees

NUMBER (%)
COLLABORATIVE PARTICIPANTS
CONTEXT MENTIONING
General Consortium 36 (42%)
Consortium Projects 26 (30%)
Proteus Project 7
Distributed Generation Project 6
Materials Pooling Project 5
Cool Fuel Project 4
Sustainable Transportation 2
Frameworks Document 1
Janus 1
Bi-annual Meetings 17 (20%)
Nike Meeting 11
Xerox — Lakes Meeting 2
Aspen Meeting 1
BP Meeting 1
Harley Davidson Meeting 1
HP — Corvalis Meeting 1
Internal Company Projects 3 (3.5%)
Alliance for Regiona 1
Stewardship
EWEB Schools project 1
Seed Project 1
Consultants 2 (2.3%)
Other 2 (2.3%)
Plug Power 1
Honda invitation 1
TOTAL 86
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TABLE 4: Themes of Collaboration, Across Four Categries

EE,I&,(A:'II::IONAL QUALITIES OF RELATIONAL INTERACTION IN PARTICIPANT S EXPERIENCE OF THECONSORTIUM
Aspirational | would say that it [trust] it was there more ae theginning, just because we were all coming tagetitying to have thi
P Trust | comMmon vision of helping the world, right? (SC02nd so | think that they [our collaborators] havéot of similar values to us
that we would not necessarily find somewhere elsgould say the thing that makes [these collabhona] them happen is just
leading with trust, and having that trust fulfillegarranted, justified, enforced. (42). To me ke to building trust and for
open sharing of ideas and projects is that truyabmpanies are coming with no agenda. They'recjasting to give their time
potentially and/or resources towards a common ¢GM)
Reflective Particularly for a business like ours it's very ionfant for us to be part of interesting conversatia.because we are Ining what othe
Learning people are thinking and what other organizatioesdaing in this area. (SE1). [T]he intent was toome together and to explore the

question. (41) [We have been] sharing a lot ohgdend learning from each other...(46) This is aiapgooup of people with high
capacity for telling the truth, thinking about caexities without oversimplifying. They can see thig picture.

Peer-Connec

t

It really has been, | would use the term, “collatime” and that we're all in this together, andrthaot a clier-vendor relationshi—
which is where most of spend our lives— it's mona on an equal level. We're peers. (43) [l[tarwmuch a peer-like space...
Organizationally, the [participants] are not at saene level hierarchically. But in the space ofrtieeting, that’s never [been a
particular focus or issue. It appears to me thaldkiel of engagement and trust that exists reablly just washes [that] away... (49)

Helping

And | think, my hope is anyway, that the next tismneone wants to do a collaborative effort likehsfped [Compny Y] to do, tha
we'll again be able to help them craft the desifjtheir project and help them identify some pigalb watch out for and give them some
advice. ... We get that we are here to help one anothl get support, both psychological [and] preaitadvice [from fellow
participants]. (40) [A fellow participant] callede and he said “You know, | believe in you. We goang to be successful. I'm going to
do my part.” So yeah, you feel trust and supporydoyr peers. Validated, understood. And | don’hkhihere’s much more support tha
that that you can get. (42) | find the folks aredvative, creative, cooperative. They've tendesujgport each other. They've tended
not to be judgmental and not overly demanding. (43)

=]

Commitment to
Process

It's the process that really builds the trust. (B&s long as the process is done in a sort @ightforward and resptful way, ...the
outcome almost becomes immaterial. ...And it's ttecpss that really builds the trust. (49) [Weildon personal relationships, bui
our guiding principals through that, and then duthat comes a specific [project]like this, that eaild do. Then... there’'s a multiplief
effect [as others] say “Oh, | want to do the saoreaf thing.”

o

Whole-Self
Presence

So when we were at [one particular meeting]...weusliy had the trusted space because we were thleisame room and ovthe
course of the three days we got to know one anath@have a beer together and all that kind of$atieraction. (40) | don’t think you
can underestimate still the sort of personal cotiores that are made at these meetings...when yoalctoneet someone, the chemist
that takes place [is] incredibly important. (393idn’t understand before the Sustainability Cotisor the real power of getting in the
room with other folks and actually speaking thehtn@ather than trying to bullshit each other like do at conventional business
meetings. (42) . ... Well-intentioned, vulnerablelling to be vulnerable to some extent. Willing trtsof let their hearts out and be
real. (50)People check in and out, they talk alioeit family life, just where they are with whatgeing on in their lives. We make su
everyone is heard. [Our] emotional reactions aeeesh e.g., people are asked to share how theglfelit a meeting. (JM)

re
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ACTION
PROJECTS

TANGIBLE, OUTCOME-ORIENTED ACTION THAT CONTRIBUTES TO CONSORTIUMVIDE PROJECTS

Tangible goals

And we see that in that kind of opportunity thaténtioned, where there’'s a ar win-win in terms of the business case ant
environmental benefit for the company.

| think one of the things that has not been asqunced, is...saying “Okay, what are the goals hadlesired outcomes of this activity

and how do we measure those?” Again, | think thatisled to be more anecdotal or qualitative.
We've got to get value, and one way to do that igrovide value through developing projects thatrads business concerns while
evolving some of the social and environmental issueOn-the-ground type projects, real things tlwat gan touch, feel, show results

Outcomes

So | think it's very important that you can demaeat that there are benefits to each of the indadigarticipants who e also wearin
their corporate hats otherwise you’re not goinghtake any progress.

So it's been a strong... collaboration. As a maifdact, we're going to be in (X-city) in about@onth to sit down and debrief what's

worked, what hasn’t worked, what we've learned—wadth a goal of trying to carry it forward next yegither at the same scale or,
potentially, | think ideally, on a larger scale.

We were really looking for...basically, we wanteddarn...we were really concerned about having a priogiuthe end of the day. Ouy

product or what we thought we were going to takeyafiom that was the knowledge we gave and theatagplerstanding that we
gave.

Aligning
Interests

We found that people who have not been involvetiéenConsortium are just not aligned, so they hedalk abouwanting to learr
like we're making a product pitch to them, and davant to let you in the door. So we really hadetrn how to navigate, to talk abou
this language of collaborative learning that the&wtium is aligned around and it's different fréviie want to come try to sell you a
project.”

| would say not only a lot, but the goals haveeacbmmon goals. | can’t walk into a collaboratiow 3ay “Here are the goals of the
collaboration.” It's got to be common. And you dbhave to have unanimous consent, but every péhstis involved in the
collaboration needs to understand and subscribaddeel a part of those goals.

“l did a lot of trying to come back to, again, wlzae the goals of the project, which in turn biioagk to what are the goals of the
Consortium.”

“I think you can have fairly fuzzy objectives t@gtwith, and then as the conversation evolveshaue to probably make the ultimate
objectives more and more clear.”

Project
structuring

| think we tried hard to striture tasks and to create [momentum]. If | was fatetl about anything, it's just that in the waythaé
structure it's hard to get work done between fackate meetings. Getting down to the detailsdeugial element of these projects:
“For an effective collaboration to happen, logistizzed to be very clean, very concise, high quaiezcause when that doesn’t happe
trust breaks down quickly.” At the same time, we $laat senior people pulled in more junior peopbsT their organization as project
began to take off: “Oh well, first of all, you'vegto understand that I'm the President and the @&®I'm not working on a lot of the
operational details. There is someone by the ndme owho has been doing. And she is in a far bettsition to comment on [project

|2}

X] than | am.”
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Resources
Risks

This [project] had been identified as an initiattiiat a number of companies had felt was...suffityentportant to justif some
additional resource [which] they were willing teeidify and recruit.” On the other hand, sometiniés ¢reated internal challenges:
There’s an issue around how much budget people@amit to these....they profess to be really intex#t the starter projects...but
they say “Well, | just can't justify that interngland we're going to have make a choice here...”

...At the end of the day many of the things thatcptapany] would need to do to make more sustairjabbelucts] would actually put
their whole franchise at risk. So, for them it wasow do | deal with sustainability but not destroy husiness.

We this as we're trying to mitigate risk by tryitmpull together a wider coalition of companies whith share the risk—so it wouldn’t
just be [Company A] or [Company B] speaking outgtwbal climate change, it would be all of us.”

PARTICIPANT
INFLUENCES

PRE-EXISTING ASPECTS OF PARTICIPANTSHOME COMPANY AND THEIR OWN PERSONAL ASPIRATIONSVHICH AFFECT
BEHAVIOR WITHIN THE CONSORTIUM.

Organizational
Context

| think that if you look culturally, [-Company]nd [our company] were probably the biggest compeiin the room. And althoug
we are very different companies...we also share sateral values that | think are important to boftus and that make us more
willing...to be more open with each other than wehige with a company that didn't share those values
If I go to the meeting and | feel like...the compatoesn’t support this, that really does influence gbthe quality of the
collaboration.
This is a subject that [our company has] been thinkbout—sustainability—for some time. ... If yowloculturally we share [with
our competitor] some cultural values that | thim& enportant to both of us and that make us mohgi[to] be more open with eac
other than we might be with a company that didn&re those values.

Organizational
Goals

In the context of [the] consortium...the concerng tre raised are the concerns | have for [my corylparMe saying "this i<
something very important to...the company.” And katéhe company has in fact invested a lot of reseaiin trying to understand th
[sustainability] issue. And so | think it's becorgitess a personal issue and more clearly a bussgss

Frankly our goals are pretty modest compareddeeiof some other companies and so our goals weeyeanuch accommodated
within the overall curve of the project as it gefided.

And lately, [my] company has in fact invested adbtesources in trying to understand this issdis(gtainability]. And so | think it's
becoming less a personal issue and more cleadgiadss issue.

Persona| My work is anchored in personal commitment. | needlign my personal values and express those iR.
Aspirations| [Attending a special workshop on sustainabilitylsviiast something that | was going to do regardbésghether or not [my company]

was going to pay for it. Many were champions fastainability. Their long-standing commitment togbedeals is partly responsible
for arguing the business case of sustainabilitheir executive colleagues, and for putting inrteny hours of personal and
professional time to help make things happen wiélmn given collaborative event.

What | [have] in common with them is, we're all yénterested and committed to sustainability.... Treeynore passionate about

sustainability before going in and kind of chosatflob as a route to try to express that. (42)
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CONTROL MECHANISMS AND STRUCTURES WITHIN THECONSORTIUM, INCLUDING MEETINGS, MEMBERSHIP, AND THE MIX OF

GOVERNANCE
PARTICIPANTS AT ANY GIVEN MEETING
- There were times during the meeting where | fe#t li..a paid commercial for consulting services. Beedt was a very hea mix, it
Participant : : o . . .
Balance felt like, of consultants that were in the room pllvere almost dominating the conversation. Andntteeeting, you know, my desire

was to hear more from the businesses, not to he@rthe consultants and the market research tagiitilone.

And | was floored that there were more consultantgtendance than there were practitioners. Afl stidden, | was feeling very
uncomfortable. And feeling low levels of trust.

As mentioned earlier, the Consortium was desigaesipport executives and managers, with a limitedber of participants from
NGOs. The latter perceived themselves to be ldseddhan the corporate members: “I'm a non-pmafifanization. I'm sort of there
as a guest, and sort of on the fringe....we're netrdal members.” As one executive said: “Whengetto have as many consulta
as companies, I'm clear that they can’t all conitgh.. And that makes me really uncomfortable.”

nts

Internal Control

It's hard to understand where you fit in the pracdss ambiguous and somewhat confusing. ... [abthe@moment [I] feelhat that's
somewhat the nature of the Consortium, the natlitieedoeast. And you just learn to live with it ay@li learn how to work within the
context of that kind of an organization.

| think all of us know what is a trade-secret artthtis not. And obviously we won't go across thatlwithout getting some kind
of appropriate assurances. But my sense is tlmoie of an individual...it's what we're supposed twoW as opposed to setting
out hard, fast roles.

Well, there aren't a lot of environments where pedpuly cdlaborate. ...But at the end of the day, | think tthegt reason that th

(7]

Sl\t/leetlng group...was more collaborative was that we were pahi environment where collaboration could occul thiere weren't a lot of
ructure . L :
agendas going on and because we all really waatadd we were all willing to contribute.
| found that the small groups and the lunch mestingre actually the most productive for me, becéusas an opportunity to really
interact with a small group of people, really st say “What is it that you really, really do?'ddiwhat are some of the challenge
that you face within your business?”
And during the | | meeting, we were given thpapunity to kind of suggest subjects which we ¥adtre topical and of interest t
other members of the consortium. And this [topicwaccessful], and then a little working group kiridieveloped around that,
during the meeting. [Note: This topic became onthefaction projects listed in Table 2]
Leadershig [The SoL Founder] was involved as a project desizach and he helped with a couple of the key intdiong

Well, you have, at [C-company], you have [___] vibia key player. He has very enthusiastically pilcttés up.... And | think [___]
has a similar amount of enthusiasm. So you haemi@smanager [and] a junior manager at [C-compathgk are really very
responsive...and the impression that | got is thafpinoject] has been...terrific.”

But | think people are just so distracted and setpoor that they don’t have the ability to, yowwn just kind of run with these

things without someone taking a very obvious lesitiprrole.
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Dynamics of Relational Space in Initiating Collaboative Action Projects
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