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Abstract

We analyse the tensions in a hybrid collaboration (specifically, a social alliance comprising three social enterprises and a 
local council) and how these are mitigated using boundary-spanning community impact, leading to compatibility between 
distinctive institutional logics. Our qualitative longitudinal study undertaken during 2011–2016 involved reviewing literature 
and archival data, key informant interviews, workshop and focus groups. We analysed common themes within the data, relat-
ing to our two research questions concerning how and why hybrids collaborate, and how resulting tensions are mitigated. 
The findings suggest a viable model of service delivery termed hybridized collaboration in which the inherent tensions from 
different institutional logics do not prevent success. Paradoxically, multiple logics are a basis for the partnership’s existence, 
but the ability to achieve different and occasionally conflicting aims simultaneously (including “value for money” and local 
community benefit) can be difficult, resulting in tensions. We offer two novel insights. First, we highlight how social enter-
prise hybrids collaborate locally and in multi-organizational relationships. We found that the initial opportunity to collaborate 
was catalysed by the existence of shared objectives (to address housing need and unemployment). Pre-existing relation-
ships between organizations, and the existence of synergistic capabilities also influence the choice of partners. Secondly, 
we identify how tensions arise (from differences in organizational size and available resources; ambitions for growth; and 
issues related to values and ethics), and are mitigated via several factors including the pre-existing relationships, allowing 
for regular “spaces of negotiation” between collaborators, the shared social mission, community social impact, the resulting 
public relations, and shared resources and knowledge.

Keywords Collaboration · Cross-sectoral · Social enterprise · Hybrid organizations · Social alliance · Tensions · Mitigation

Introduction

This article analyses the emergence and mitigation of ten-
sions (stemming from organizations in different sectors 
having contrasting institutional logics) in a quadripartite 

cross-sectoral collaboration involving three hybrid organi-
zations and a local council, established as a public-hybrid 
collaborative partnership to tackle the problem of Empty 
Homes. Our longitudinal study demonstrates that tensions 
from opposing social and commercial logics can be com-
patible if they are part of the organizational goals. We, 
therefore, contribute to an emerging area of literature which 
examines what happens when hybrids collaborate (Nicholls 
and Huybrechts 2016; Ramus and Vaccaro 2017). Hybrids 
are defined as “organizations that exist in the intersections of 
two distinct spheres i.e. the public and the private” (Kickert 
2001, p. 135). Indeed, Billis (2010) argues that they inherit 
characteristics from more than one sector. One form of 
hybrid organization is Social Enterprise (SE), defined as an 
organization that trades, not for private gain, but to gen-
erate positive social and environmental externalities (San-
tos 2012). Governments globally, as they adopt so-called 
‘austerity’ policies, are increasingly looking towards social 
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enterprises and other hybrid organizations to deliver social 
welfare services (Lyon 2012; Cornelius and Wallace 2010), 
which may raise various ethical issues, e.g. mission drift if 
such conduct is considered to be against their social objec-
tives (Ramus and Vaccaro 2017; Teasdale 2010a). Therefore, 
SEs are required to face the conflicting institutional logics 
of social welfare and commercial objectives (Doherty et al. 
2014). An example of hybrids delivering welfare services is 
the social housing sector where much of the responsibility 
for new social housing development has been devolved to 
hybrid Housing Associations (HAs) (Morrison 2016).

Whilst the extant literature tends to examine dyadic rela-
tionships in simple “buyer–seller” scenarios, we identified 
gaps: specifically a need for deeper information regarding 
how the management of more complex project-based col-
laborations work in practice, particularly where there are 
multiple collaborators with common goals but with dif-
fering priorities. Despite emerging research on how indi-
vidual hybrid organizations manage their institutional log-
ics (Besharov and Smith 2014; Battilana et al. 2015), few 
existing studies address how hybrids manage these logics 
in collaborations.

According to Hustinx et al. (2014), innovation between 
the state, the market and the third sector has heralded a new 
era of welfare hybridity in which social services are increas-
ingly being delivered by new types of hybrid organizations 
blending the characteristics of more than one sector. Hence, 
there has been growing interest in cross-sectoral collabo-
ration from policy-makers to solve wicked problems they 
cannot address alone (Bryson et al. 2015). These authors 
define cross-sector collaborations as the “linking or shar-
ing of information resources, activities, and capabilities by 
organizations in two or more sectors to achieve jointly an 
outcome that could not be achieved by organizations in one 
sector separately” (ibid, p. 2), observing that a variety of 
labels can be attributed to these: including consortia, alli-
ances and partnerships. Despite increasing collaboration 
between public and private sector organizations and social 
enterprises in the provision of housing and in tackling unem-
ployment and homelessness, there is a dearth of literature on 
why and how hybrids collaborate with each other and with 
organizations in other sectors (Battilana et al. 2015), the 
resulting tensions and how these are mitigated.

Thornton and Ocasio (2008) propose that the institutional 
logics perspective provides insight into the contradictions 
that emerge in beliefs, values, ethics and practices. There 
is very limited research on why these different outcomes 
arise at both organizational and field level. Thornton and 
Ocasio (1999) define institutional logics as ‘socially con-
structed historical patterns of material practices, assump-
tions, values, beliefs and rules’ (1999, p. 804). Institutional 
logics represent culturally reinforced rules of action that 
have important roles in processes of organizational identity 

formation, sense-making and legitimation (Suchman 1995; 
Thornton 2004). Nicholls and Huybrechts (2016, p. 702) 
suggest that logic dominance would be expected to reflect 
the power configurations within relationships, a view con-
sistent with Thornton and Ocasio (1999) who argue that con-
flict between logics in inter-organizational relationships is a 
temporary process in transition to a new equilibrium where 
the more powerful actor’s preferred logic will be imposed 
on the relationship.

The logics to which we refer to in this study include the 
market/commercial logic to achieve business success, and 
the social welfare/community logic to create social value 
(Pache and Santos 2012; Santos et al. 2015). Research pro-
vides different conclusions regarding the results of manag-
ing multiple institutional logics. Some scholars associate 
multiple logics with contestation and tension (Battilana and 
Dorado 2010), others describe the co-existence and blend-
ing of logics (Binder 2007), some argue that the presence of 
multiple logics can result in organizational failure (Tracey 
et al. 2011) and finally multiple logics can actually lead to 
new innovation (Jay 2013).

Whilst Empty Homes initiatives (publicly funded schemes 
that aim to restore the use of uninhabited dwellings) are 
commonplace in the United Kingdom (UK), the collabora-
tive model adopted in our empirical example is particularly 
novel. Nicholls and Huybrechts (2016) propose that there 
is a dearth of longitudinal studies investigating cross-sector 
collaborations, particularly where the inter-organizational 
relationship is unbalanced with a more powerful partner. Our 
analysis of a collaborative venture involving multiple hybrid 
organizations of different sizes suggests a viable model of 
service delivery that we have termed hybridized collabora-

tion in which the inherent tensions are mitigated and do not 
emerge as barriers to success.

Our empirical 6-year longitudinal study, undertaken dur-
ing 2011–2016, adopted a qualitative approach involving a 
review of the literature and archival data, and three phases of 
primary data collection involving key informant interviews, 
workshop and focus groups. Our unit of analysis is a collab-
orative partnership of organizations operating in Northern 
England. This collaboration, which we identify as a social 
alliance (Lyon 2012), was of interest because of the innova-
tive way in which it uses the Empty Homes grant to achieve 
additional benefits for local communities. The collabora-
tion addresses unemployment and work training, as well as 
meeting the core objectives of bringing empty properties 
back into use for people in need of housing, and reducing 
anti-social behaviour associated with derelict/empty build-
ings. Paradoxically, multiple logics are a basis for the part-
nership’s existence; however, the ability to achieve different 
and occasionally conflicting aims simultaneously (including 
“value for money” and local community benefit) can be dif-
ficult, resulting in intra-partnership tensions. Tensions in the 
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hybridized collaboration arise from differences in organiza-
tional size, available resources, ambitions for growth, and 
issues related to values and ethics. However, these tensions 
are mitigated via a series of factors including pre-existing 
relationships, allowing for “spaces of negotiation” between 
collaborators, the shared social mission, boundary span-
ning social impact, and the resulting public relations (PR) 
(external legitimacy), and shared resources. Thus, our study 
contributes to the growing body of research on both hybrid 
organizing and cross-sector collaborations involving mul-
tiple logics.

This article is structured as follows. We commence with 
Sect. “Literature Review”, which reviews literature relating 
to social enterprise and hybridity, cross-sector collabora-
tion and social alliances. The extant literature distinguishes 
between the public, private and third sectors, but also identi-
fies the existence of ‘hybrid’ organizations which follow log-
ics from more than one sector, and that these organizations 
can be characterized by different degrees of such hybrid-
ity. Whilst previous research has emphasized the benefits 
of social alliances between partners within—and across—
sectoral boundaries, there is a dearth of published work to 
address the challenges of managing different institutional 
logics in such collaborations. The role of individuals within 
organizations is considered important to address such chal-
lenges. Hence people who interact between organizational, 
geographic and sector boundaries to catalyse partnership 
formation are ‘bridging agents’ who can turn complexity 
and ambiguity from different institutional logics into col-
laborative opportunities and constraints. We conclude our 
literature review by defining two research questions in rela-
tion to the collaborative Empty Homes project.

Section “Methodology” provides an overview and justi-
fication of our research design, methodology, and methods. 
Doing so enabled us to address the gaps identified in the lit-
erature review to investigate the ways in which cross-sectoral 
social alliances—including hybrids—manage the tensions of 
their hybridity to achieve social value successfully.

Section “Findings” comprises the findings and analysis 
of the study. We categorize the four partner organizations to 
demonstrate their distinctive and differing nature and insti-
tutional logics. We then explore the dynamics of manag-
ing the collaborative relationships in our case, a ‘hybrid of 
hybrids’ (a hybrid collaboration comprising different types 
of hybrid organization) including emergent tensions. Spe-
cifically, we examine how these were mitigated—including 
discussion of the role of individual decision-makers within 
the collaborating organizations. We also summarize these 
findings in tabular form (Table 5) to provide an overview of 
challenges, tensions, mitigations and outcomes in the studied 
collaboration. Section “Discussion” comprises a discussion 
of institutional logics and their interplay and interaction with 
the emergence and mitigation of tensions within the hybrid 

collaboration, leading to several proposed future research 
directions. Section 6 completes the article with a conclusion 
and recommendations for policy and practice.

Literature Review

An important component of our grounded theory-based 
research design was a critical review of the literature to 
identify important areas of the extant literature that had rel-
evance to our own data and enabled us to make sense of our 
case. In particular, we found a growing number of prior stud-
ies relating to hybrid organizations and SEs, including the 
existence of tensions stemming from their different objec-
tives (social and financial). Furthermore, we were interested 
in collaborative working involving government, and identi-
fied the social alliance as a collaborative form relevant to our 
study. We now synthesize the literature, beginning with an 
explanation of SEs and hybrid organizations.

SEs’ dual mission of financial sustainability and social 
purpose (Teasdale 2010b) has blurred and fluidized the 
boundaries between the conventional private, public, and 
non-profit sectoral categories. By definition, hybrids are 
the offspring of two different species (OED 2010) and in 
the organization and management literature the term has 
been employed to describe organizations that span insti-
tutional boundaries (Brandsen and Karré 2011; Jay 2013; 
Pache and Santos 2012; Smith 2010) and operate in multi-
ple functional domains (Ruef 2000). SEs are prime exam-
ples of hybrid organizational forms because they span the 
boundaries of the private, public, and non-profit sectors 
(Tracey et al. 2011) and face conflicting social and com-
mercial institutional logics which can create both tensions 
and opportunities (Doherty et al. 2014; Pache and Santos 
2012). Hybrid organizational forms draw upon at least two 
different sectoral paradigms, logics and value systems and, 
in the case of SEs, relate to the emergence of novel insti-
tutional forms that challenge traditional conceptions of 
economic organizing (Wilson and Post 2013). Mars and 
Lounsbury (2009) suggest that it is inaccurate to assume 
that market logics will exist in direct opposition to the 
social logic in the context of emergent hybrid forms. They 
also ascertain that, over time, one logic can however estab-
lish itself as more powerful and dominant, in turn leading 
to opposing logics (ibid). At the individual organizational 
level, hybrids have developed a range of mechanisms to 
mitigate the tensions such as: creating complementarities 
by using social impact to differentiate and add economic 
value (Hockerts 2015), use non-financial rewards based 
on social mission to motivate staff (Austin et al. 2006), 
and implement regular spaces for negotiation to discuss 
tensions (Battilana et  al. 2015). Furthermore, Smiddy 
(2010) suggested that the hybrid nature of SEs may work 
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positively to facilitate collaboration and access resources 
with organizations across the public, private, and “third” 
sectors, although Simmons (2008) cautioned that all mem-
bers of a partnership involving SEs must be constructive 
and agree how to balance the tensions between the social 
and entrepreneurial goals.

In this article, we draw particularly on the distinctions 
between the public, private and third sectors and the assump-
tion that categories of organizations manifest generic struc-
tural features and characteristics that are in some way “pure” 
and indicative of these distinct and recognizable sectors (Bil-
lis 2010; Somerville and McElwee 2010). Such categories 
are presented as idealized forms in which organizations, 
through alignment with categorical logics and discourse, 
acquire legitimacy. To elaborate, Billis (2010)—which 
informs our analysis in Sect. “Findings” of the article—
presents organizational templates for the categories of (1) 
private, (2) public and (3) non-profit organizations. These 
templates are respectively guided and characterized by: (1) 
market forces to maximize financial return, owned by share-
holders, governed according to size of share ownership, and 
generate revenue from sales and fees; (2) the principles of 
public benefit and collective choice, owned by citizens and 
the state, and resourced through taxation; and (3) social and 
environmental goals, are owned by members, governed by 
private election of representatives, staffed by a combina-
tion of employees and volunteers and generate revenue from 
membership fees, donations and legacies (ibid). Specifically, 
non-profit distributing organizations are legally prohibited 
from distributing any residual “earnings” to those with a 
managerial or ownership interest (Hansmann 1980).

Our analysis of the collaboration’s participants (see 
Sect. “The Operation and Management of the Collabora-
tion”) is also informed by Billis’ (2010) assertion that there 
are different degrees of hybridity: first, entrenched most 
often occurs when income, either from grants or other 
sources, is sufficient to sustain management hierarchies 
within the organization; second, shallow occurs when the 
organization begins to employ staff funded from external 
sources. third; organic refers to unplanned hybridity; fourth, 
enacted refers to organizations established deliberately as 
hybrids.

Studying collaboration is important because reductions 
in budgets for welfare services have resulted in local gov-
ernments being called upon to partner with organizations 
across sectors and civil society to solve public problems they 
cannot address on their own (Bryson et al. 2015). There are 
advantages for participants collaborating within cross-sec-
tor alliances and networks, not least the collective size and 
capabilities achieved by pooling resources, which might be 
attractive to funding bodies, whilst remaining flexible and 
small at the independent level. Success partly depends of 
course upon the collaborators’ ability to choose the right 

partners, and then to use and manage partners effectively 
despite having different institutional logics (Davies 2009).

Several other studies have also examined the performance 
of cross-sector collaborations (Andrews and Entwistle 2010; 
Cairns and Harris 2011; Hodge and Greve 2007; Van Tulder 
et al. 2016). Bryson et al.’s (2015) comprehensive review of 
the field highlighted the commonalities between the differ-
ent theoretical frameworks, including the influence of ante-
cedent conditions on collaboration effectiveness (e.g. the 
institutional environment: reduced welfare funding, public 
issues and windows of opportunity due to policy change). 
In addition, they identified factors relating to: power or 
resource asymmetries (collaborative planning); goal con-
sensus, trust, and inclusive processes; formal agreements; 
initial pre-existing relationships; shared understanding of 
the problem, effective communication; internal and external 
legitimacy; leadership; collaborative structures to develop 
norms and practices; authoritative texts (e.g. mission state-
ments, memoranda of understanding); ambidexterity; atti-
tudes and competencies; accountabilities and outcomes 
(ibid). While Bryson et al. (2015) explore sources of col-
laborative tensions, there are gaps in the literature including: 
how collaborations mitigate the tensions and an extant focus 
on public–private partnerships rather than multiple cross-
sectoral or hybrid organizations.

Manning and Roessler (2014) discuss the importance of 
‘bridging agents’ to the agenda-setting, formation, and long-
term development of cross-sector partnerships between gov-
ernment, business and civil society organizations to address 
complex issues such as economic development. These bridg-
ing agents are individuals who interact between organiza-
tional, geographic and sector boundaries to catalyse partner-
ship formation. They can turn complexity and ambiguity 
from different institutional logics into collaborative opportu-
nities and constraints. Research on inter-organizational rela-
tionships suggests that such relationships may fail because 
the partners have unequal power and draw upon distinctive 
institutional logics (Galaskiewicz and Colman 2006; Hardy 
and Phillips 1998).

Collaborations between government and organizations 
from other sectors driven by objectives centred on address-
ing social and/or environmental issues are sometimes 
referred to as social alliances, and typically involve the 
sharing of resources, knowledge and capabilities. Notwith-
standing Selsky and Parker’s (2005) literature review, most 
previous social alliance literature investigated business and 
non-governmental organizations’ (NGOs) collaborations 
(Austin 2000; Berger et al. 2006; Gray and Stites 2013; 
Horton et al. 2009; Kolk and Lenfant 2015; Sakarya et al. 
2012; Seitanidi et al. 2010; Seitanidi and Crane 2014). 
Our study is a quadripartite partnership across multi-
ple sectors, comprising three hybrids (of which two are 
SEs) and a local council. Social alliance development is a 
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potentially superior strategy for SEs to acquire resources, 
gain access to markets and serve the needs of beneficiar-
ies (Austin 2010). Social alliances range from, on the one 
hand, formal cooperative structures such as joint ventures, 
partnerships, licensing (Austin 2010), and social franchis-
ing (Tracey and Jarvis 2007) to, on the other hand, less 
formal mechanisms such as sharing ideas freely and allow-
ing others to scale up an innovative approach (Lyon and 
Fernandez 2012). The outcomes of effective social alli-
ances include asset accumulation, market expansion, and 
wider social impact which, in turn, foster greater mission 
fulfilment. The correct choice of partner in a social alli-
ance, however, is crucial as legitimacy with stakeholders 
is influenced by the reputation of the partner (Austin et al. 
2006; Moizer and Tracey 2010).

Previous research has emphasized the benefits of social 
alliances between partners within—and across—secto-
ral boundaries but not the challenges of managing differ-
ent institutional logics (Austin 2010; Gillett et al. 2016). 
Hybrids are hence well placed to collaborate with non-prof-
its and with the private sector corporates (Di Domenico et al. 
2010). Alliances are also useful when bidding for public 
service delivery contracts as the resource requirements of 
large service delivery agreements are beyond those of indi-
vidual SE hybrids.

Building on the gaps identified in the literature reviewed 
above, we investigated the ways in which cross-sectoral 
social alliances—including hybrids—manage the tensions 
of their hybridity to achieve social value successfully. To 
fulfil this broad aim, we defined the following research ques-
tions in relation to the collaborative Empty Homes project:

RQ1 Why and how do hybrids collaborate?

RQ2 How are tensions in such collaborations manifested and 
mitigated?

The main contribution of our study relates to novel 
insights into both the theoretical and practical aspects 
of how hybrids collaborate at a local level and on 

multi-organizational relationships, derived from investiga-
tion over a 6-year period.

Methodology

Having presented our literature findings and research ques-
tions, we now outline our research design (a qualitative 
empirical study), and explain our methods of data collec-
tion and analysis.

Research Design

The qualitative empirical study undertaken between 2011 
and 2016 involved a critical review of the literature and 
archival data, key informant interviews, workshop and focus 
groups.

Explanation of Method

Data Collection

Data were collected via regular interviews and focus groups 
with key informants from the four participant organiza-
tions during the lifetime of the Empty Homes collabora-
tion. These organizations comprised a housing association 
(Coast), a social housing provider (Urban), a housing trust 
(Rural) and a borough council (Council). The collaboration 
was an initiative funded by the Homes and Communities 
Agency’s (HCA) Empty Homes Grants Programme (October 
2010–March 2015) involving three annual funding tranches 
from 2010 to 2012. Tables 1, 2 and 3 show that much data 
were collected at both the beginning and end of the Grant 
period. Hence, we sampled intensively between 2011 and 
2012 (Phase 1: Table 1) then in 2014 around the middle of 
the third funding tranche (Phase 2: Table 2). With the HCA’s 
Empty Homes funding ending in March 2015, we collected 
data in February and March, and again in September 2015 
approximately six months after funding ended (Phase 3: 
Table 3). The timings were intentional to enable respondents 

Table 1  Details of interviews 
and focus groups: research 
phase 1 (early phase—initial 
funding tranches for Empty 
Homes work)

Date Method Organizations Participants

Dec 2011 Semi-structured interview Urban/urban (trading) CEO/director

Apr 2012 Focus group (semi-structured) Urban/urban (trading) CEO/director

Director of finance

Development manager

July 2012 Semi-structured interview Council/coast Empty homes officer

Head of tenant services

Aug 2012 Semi-structured interview Urban (trading) Craft-coordinator/director

Dec 2012 Semi-structured interview Coast Service charge manager

Dec 2012 Semi-structured interview Rural Project manager 1
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to have sufficient time to reflect critically on several months 
of activity, and any necessary internal debriefing to have 
taken place and for financial information to have been pro-
cessed. At all phases of data collection, discussion with 
participants focussed on our two research questions, as well 
as what had happened since the previous discussions had 
taken place.

Key Informants were selected by “theoretical sampling” 
(Corbin and Strauss 1990; Glaser and Strauss 1967), repre-
senting a cross section of stakeholders with decision-making 
responsibility within the partnership. We also conducted a 
workshop in May 2014 to present (and obtain participant 
feedback on) emergent interim findings. The workshop was 
attended by representatives of all organizations involved in 
the partnership but (due to staff turnover and availability) the 
group of representatives comprised three who had not met 
the researchers before, and three participants who had pre-
viously been interviewed. Follow-up questions and answers 
were conducted via email. Newsletters and other useful 
information were also periodically sent to the researchers via 
email by Urban and Rural. Additional data sources included 
partners’ websites, reports, and archive of internal docu-
ments and communications relating to Urban.

With participants’ permission, audio recordings were 
made of all the interviews and focus groups, and the 

resulting files were then typed-up verbatim for analysis. 
The discussion at the Phase 2 workshop focus group in 
May 2014 was summarized manually by members of the 
research team due to a technology failure which meant that 
a verbatim recording was not possible.

The decision to undertake semi-structured interviews 
and focus groups as our main means of collecting data 
was for methodological as well as practical reasons. Semi-
structured interviews enabled us to talk at length with indi-
viduals without interruption, and in private. This approach 
was particularly useful in the earlier stages of our study 
in which we were developing rapport with the organiza-
tions and individuals, as well as learning about them. For 
these reasons, four out of six data collection events at 
Phase 1 were semi-structured interviews. The exceptions 
were the April 2012 focus group (3 participants) and the 
July 2012 interview in which two participants were inter-
viewed together, because of the participants limited avail-
ability. However, a positive outcome of the group-based 
approaches was the interaction and dialogue between the 
participants, who elaborated upon points each other raised 
and discussed issues that they might not have done had 
their colleagues not raised the point. This worked well 
with participants who were used to working together 
closely.

Table 2  Details of workshop focus group: research phase 2 (mid phase—continuation of Empty Homes funding and planning for the final year 
of funding)

Date Method Organizations Participants

May 2014 Workshop discussion/focus group (semi-structured) Urban
Urban (trading)
Coast
Rural
HCA
Council

Development manager craft-coordinator/director
Head of tenant services
Project manager 2
Senior area manager
Housing services team leader
Enforcement officer

Table 3  Details of interviews and focus groups: research phase 3 (final phase—Empty Homes funder’s deadline, critical reflection on the col-
laboration)

Date Method Organizations Participants

February 2015 Informal discussions at an all-day 
national Empty Homes conference

Urban
Urban (trading)
Rural

Development manager craft-coordinator/director
Project manager 3

March 2015 Semi-structured interview (a) Rural Project manager 3

Sept 2015 Focus group (semi-structured) Urban/urban (trading) CEO/director
Development manager craft-coordinator/director

September 2015 Semi-structured interview (b) Rural Project manager 3

September 2015 Semi-structured interview HCA Senior area manager

June 2016 Observation of participants at an 
externally organized Empty Homes 
workshops

Urban/urban (trading)
Rural
HCA

CEO/director
Development manager craft-coordinator/director
Project manager 3
Trustee
Senior area manager
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Following Phase 1, we decided to provide work-in-pro-
gress findings to our participants and to open up discussion 
between them to help shape the direction of the study. A 
workshop was held involving representatives of the various 
collaborative partners and the regulatory body (HCA).

For the final phase of our project (Research Phase 3), we 
conducted semi-structured interviews with Rural and with 
the HCA because they each provided one participant, and 
because they were more comfortable discussing some of the 
more critical aspects in one-to-one interviews rather than in 
a forum with the other organizations. On the other hand, a 
semi-structured focus group was considered more effective 
when sampling Urban, again due to the rapport between the 
participants and because of their availability.

A further approach was to attend two Empty Homes 
workshops, which were organized by a third-party research 
team based at a different university, also investigating the 
Empty Homes initiative nationally, but focussing more upon 
its social outcomes. Due to their generosity, we were invited 
to attend these events: which enabled us to collect useful 
data including the latest news from the UK government and 
Civil Service about the funding situation for Empty Homes 
schemes, statistics and findings from analysis about Empty 
Homes initiatives, as well as an opportunity to interact infor-
mally with our participants. For example, an important out-
come was being introduced at the February 2015 event to 
the latest Project Manager of Rural who had taken over the 
role since the 2014 Workshop. We provided a copy of the 
project interim/Workshop report to him, and a few days later 
arranged a semi-structured interview, which was followed up 
5 months later with a second interview.

Data Analysis

Analysis focussed on examining: (1) profiles of the indi-
vidual participant organizations; and (2) the collaborative 
process. We analysed themes within the accounts of our 
interviewees and sought commonalities and interrelation-
ships (where possible) between the research questions. 
Analysis was undertaken by individual co-authors, with 
notes on sub-themes being compared and agreed. Findings 
were compared with those within the existing literature fol-
lowed by critical face-to-face or online discussions between 
co-authors to compare and contrast the emergent findings 
from our hybrid collaboration with those reported elsewhere. 
Findings were triangulated by presenting back to the par-
ticipants, principally during the May 2014 workshop, but 
also through the resultant interim/workshop report docu-
ment, and via discussions in the interviews and focus groups. 
Additionally, work in progress was presented at academic 
events.

We researched theory for an explanatory framework fol-
lowing Eisenhardt’s (1989) recommendation to ask ourselves 

‘what theory is this similar to? What does it contradict and 
why?’ Eisenhardt (1989) claims that linking to existing the-
ory in this way enhances the internal validity, generalizabil-
ity and general level of theory building from case research. 
Fundamental to our study were the work of Billis (2010), 
Besharov and Smith (2014) and Bryson et al. (2015), which 
helped us to conceptualize the nature of hybridity on the 
collaboration. Taken together, the identified themes provided 
a basis for our framework for managing and mitigating ten-
sions, explained later in the article in Table 5.

Findings

Having explained our theoretical underpinning, purpose 
and methodology, we now present our findings. Firstly, as 
a contextual background to our analysis, below we briefly 
profile the individual participants to demonstrate and explain 
the Empty Homes Project collaboration as a hybrid collabo-
rative partnership. Secondly, we explain the nature of the 
collaborative relationships within the partnership, analysing 
why and how it operates, to address RQ1. Our analysis of the 
hybridized collaboration determined a series of challenges 
and tensions that arose, predominantly as a result of the dif-
ferences in organization size and available resources, and the 
differing priorities and logics of the participants. However, 
we found that these emergent tensions were mitigated via a 
series of factors which ultimately enabled the collaboration 
to succeed, thus addressing RQ2. Since institutional logics 
emerged later in our analysis, we return to a consideration 
of them in our discussion.

As the study focuses on an examination of collabora-
tive dynamics and management, particularly participant 
diversity, we first analysed and categorized the four partner 
organizations by employing Billis’ (2010) core elements as 
a framework to determine their sector and to demonstrate 
their distinctive and differing nature and institutional logics. 
Thus the Housing Association Coast was established in 2001 
as part of a voluntary stock transfer from the council (Coast 
2013). Coast has its roots firmly in the state (public) sector 
but now exhibits features associated with both private and 
non-profit organizations: namely its significant reliance on 
borrowing from the commercial sector, its board structure, 
and the emergent diversification of its activities including 
welfare, regeneration and commercial operations. The social 
housing provider, Urban, established in 1987 as a commu-
nity organization to tackle homelessness, also provides 
training through property renovation, which soon developed 
into a building services trading arm, now a wholly owned 
subsidiary, confirming Urban’s status as a SE. The hous-
ing trust, Rural, exhibits many similar features to Urban. 
Established more recently in 2000, it is much smaller but 
is also a community-based organization, addressing youth 



 A. Gillett et al.

1 3

homelessness and developing construction skills through 
property renovation. It also provides building services to the 
community although not currently through a formal trading 
company. The fourth participant, the local authority (Coun-
cil), is responsible for housing and empty homes, reflecting 
the core elements of a public sector organization.

Furthermore, Billis’ (2010) degrees of hybridity enabled 
us to determine that the collaborative project comprises 
one state and three hybrid organizations of which one is an 
entrenched, enacted hybrid and two are entrenched, organic 
hybrids. The developments by Coast since its establish-
ment in 2001 have produced a shift to hybridity, in common 
with other housing associations as previously determined 
by Mullins and Pawson (2010), and its creation by stock 
transfer is enacted (Czischke et al. 2012). Moreover, our 
findings support Mullins and Pawson (2010) in that Coast 
is closest to Billis’ (2010, p. 57) public/private/third zone. 
Urban’s social and commercial activities confirm its status 
as a SE and, therefore, a hybrid organization, but one which 
has developed organically rather than enacted. Its inception 
as a community organization, with trading interests, place 
it in two sectors, third, and private, and its reliance on a 
mix of funding suggest it is entrenched. The third hybrid, 
Rural, exhibits many similar features to Urban by exhibiting 

hybrid features, sitting within Billis’s (2010) third / private 
zone, and being similarly organic and entrenched. Hence, 
both Urban and Rural prioritize both providing training and 
employment opportunities for young unemployed individu-
als and reducing homelessness i.e. the social welfare logic. 
The fourth participant, Council, is the only non-hybrid.

Therefore, a novel aspect of this study is to examine and 
attempt to understand the dynamics of managing a col-
laborative relationship—including emergent tensions and 
how these are mitigated—involving not only different types 
of organizations, but especially different types of hybrid 
organization. Table 4 provides an overview of the organiza-
tions within the hybrid partnership, including a compari-
son of organizational ‘types’, incorporating Billis’s (2010) 
typology.

The Operation and Management 
of the Collaboration

We now present and discuss the findings from our case in 
relation to our first research question ‘Why and how do 

hybrids collaborate?’

The Empty Homes grant presented the initial opportunity 
to collaborate but it was an informal recommendation to 

Table 4  Analysis of participant organization types

Core Element Participant organization

Council Coast Urban Rural

Ownership Citizens Private company lim-
ited by guarantee, 
no share capital

Voluntary housing group (Industrial 
and Provident Act)

Community interest company
Private company limited by guar-

antee

Private company, limited by guar-
antee, no share capital

Governance Elections Board with tenant, 
local authority and 
independent repre-
sentation

Voluntary Board of Directors Managed by trustees
Independent monthly audit

Operational priorities Local public services Social landlord
Regeneration
Welfare
Commercial letting

Provider of housing for young 
people

Training provider
Building services

Provider of housing for young 
people

Training provider
Personal development
Building services

Human resources Paid employees
Elected members

Paid employees Paid employees
Volunteers
Trainees

Paid employees
Volunteers
Trainees

Other resources Taxes
Fees

Commercial loan
Grant
Asset sales
Rental income
Reserves

Grants
Trading income

Grants
Trading income

Type State Public/private/third
Hybrid
Enacted
Entrenched

Social enterprise
Third/private
Hybrid
Organic
Entrenched

Social enterprise
Third/private
Hybrid
Organic
Entrenched
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tackle unemployment (or ‘worklessness’)—a social objec-
tive—that was especially crucial as all the participants were 
already attempting to address this issue and, therefore, had 
an interest in being involved (Dew 2009; Jones and Dunn 
2007; Martello 1994). The existence of pre-existing rela-
tionships between the partners provided a further impetus. 
Although all partners agreed that the partnership developed 
“by chance”, rather than by design, the institutional envi-
ronment, just after the election of a new Coalition Gov-
ernment in 2010 and its desire to engage with civil soci-
ety, favoured the contribution of a social enterprise being 
commissioned to carry out the renovation work rather than 
a traditional builder. Conversely, other studies suggested 
that cross-sector collaboration partnerships were driven 
by external policy drivers (for example, Cairns and Harris 
2011). Although the partnership was formed in response to 
external funding that was available for housing, the partner 
organizations generated two novel ideas, creating ‘value 
added’ (not specified by the funder): (1) tackling workless-
ness, and (2) working in partnership to achieve that. The two 
SEs, Rural and Urban, had more experience, competencies 
and capabilities in training young ‘hard to reach’ people 
than did their two partners on their own. However, Council 
and Coast had knowledge, buying power, size and ‘regis-
tered housing provider’ status (in the case of Coast) and 
also good interpersonal relationships with key personnel 
at the regional branch of the HCA, the main funding body 
(allocated via its dedicated Empty Homes programme).

As identified, various pre-existing relationships and links 
between the partners were pertinent: for example, Coast was 
established by the transfer of Council’s public housing stock; 
Urban was instrumental in establishing Rural; Rural also 
receives financial support from Council; and links exist at 
Board level. The Empty Homes partnership appears to have 
developed organically: rather than any one organization try-
ing to diversify itself into a “one-stop-shop”, the partici-
pants extended their co-operation to form a larger, informal 
organization in which each partner adds value to the over-
all offering. This resonates with the concept of synergy, a 
“mutual advantage perspective on cross-sector partnership 
working” (Cairns and Harris 2011, p. 315), i.e. each organi-
zation can achieve its own objectives better than it could 
alone (Huxham 1993). This finding is typical of cross-sector 
partnerships and is an important theme in the SE manage-
ment literature (Doherty et al. 2014). This project was the 
first to bring together these four specific organizations, but 
the previous connections were important to reduce perceived 
risks and increase the potential for success. However, prior 
experiences and knowledge were positive: Urban’s history 
and positive reputation—as well as successful previous 
interactions—were cited by Coast and Council as being 
highly influential to their inviting Urban and Rural to partici-
pate. Urban recognized that they were in a strong position:Ta

b
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If we were an embryonic social enterprise with a 

year’s track record I don’t think Coast would have 

looked at us. I think because we’ve got a twenty-year 

portfolio of work with marginalized clients and deliv-

ering all these projects is a real good selling point for 

Coast…it helps their bid.
(CEO, Urban, 2011)

A (previous) interpersonal relationship with an employee 
of the funding body, the HCA, who had formerly been 
employed by Council and who had intimate knowledge of 
the local area was deemed by the Development Manager 
of Urban to have been important for the formation of the 
partnership. Further, the CEO of Urban identified the active 
“let’s do it” attitude of Coast, which contrasted to his previ-
ous experiences working with housing associations. Addi-
tionally, both CEO and the Funding Officer of Urban, the 
Tenant Services Manager of Coast, and the Project Manager 
of Rural each identified the proactive behaviour of Council’s 
Empty Homes Officer as being significant:

Basically, it started because [] came in to discuss 

about some empty properties that we had over in [] 

where they were causing real problems… {Council’s 

Empty Homes Officer} came in and you could tell he 

was going to do something rather than in the past 

where it’s just been ‘oh pass it over’ and three months 

later see what happens and ask again ‘what’s actually 

happened with that empty property?’ So we knew that 

we could come and do something together.
(Head of Tenant Services, Coast, 2012)

With reference to our literature findings (see Sect. “Litera-
ture Review”) these two individuals are, therefore, “bridg-
ing agents” (Manning and Roessler 2014) because of their 
important role as catalysts to the formation of the partner-
ship, and as we shall now explain, also helped to mitigate 
some of the tensions that emerged within the partnership.

Management Processes: The Emergence 
and Mitigation of Tensions

Next we analyse the collaboration in relation to our second 
research question ‘How are tensions in such collaborations 

manifested and mitigated?’

Organizational Differences

Attributes such as trust, openness and honesty have been 
identified as contributing to successful partnerships, since 
they can help to minimize counter-productive “inter-organ-
izational distance” (Simmons 2008, p.  296). However, 
unequal knowledge and experience amongst partners can 
create challenges. It may seem counterintuitive that a large 

organization such as Coast had not developed its own inter-
nal capacity to deal with the challenges of unemployment 
and the associated problems of restricted opportunities for 
training and education.

The Funding Officer of Urban perceived that many large 
housing associations did not consider themselves to be SEs, 
particularly those formed as “arm’s length” companies to 
take over council housing stock. Whilst Coast was an excep-
tion, it was not operating in the same way as a more tra-
ditional social enterprise, such as Urban. Both Rural and 
Urban perceived a cultural legacy from its time as a former 
housing department of Council and inferred that the shared 
history and closeness between the two larger organizations 
in the collaborative partnership at times made it difficult for 
the smaller organizations to have as much influence as they 
would like, which created tensions.

The funding for Empty Homes was initially awarded 
incrementally and unpredictably. This created challenges 
for the two smaller SEs who did not have the resources to 
retain so many trainees and this, in turn, created capacity 
problems for the partnership when bidding for more work. 
The larger partners also faced increasing financial pres-
sures. Yet, because of the efforts of individuals involved in 
decision-making (most of whom were interviewees in our 
study), the partnership appears to have managed these chal-
lenges collectively and effectively, delivering its community 
benefit objectives:

All have a vested interest to deliver their service, 

Urban has done some things at a loss, but the social 

outcomes have been achieved. Coast, and Council 

have had budget pressures – so they have focussed on 

‘quick wins’ and problematic ones (empty homes). All 

have tensions.
(Workshop Discussion, Senior Area Manager of the 

HCA, 2014)

New tensions emerged and others were magnified as the col-
laboration developed over time, and they became evident 
as “key” individuals moved on and the scale of the Empty 
Homes work increased resulting in changes to working 
methods and culture. For example, both smaller SEs men-
tioned the challenge of meeting Coast’s expectation that 
they could respond speedily to publicity opportunities—an 
indication of the project’s early success. These capacity and 
resource-based tensions were particularly pronounced for 
Rural, the smallest partner. However, an important aspect 
in developing the relationship, for Coast, was learning to 
understand and work with smaller SEs that did not have the 
same resource base:

That’s been a learning curve for us…small enterprises 

want to get big but usually grow over a period of time, 

not like in a three-month period.
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(Head of Tenant Services, Coast, 2012)

A further change to emerge was a growth in bureaucracy. 
The collaboration initially consisted of a steering group 
which met weekly and all partners needed to agree on deci-
sions. The arrangement was informal with no legally binding 
contract. However, by 2015 the smaller organizations, Urban 
and Rural, rued the loss of informality which had previously 
worked well: processes had become slower, less dynamic, 
and involved more bureaucracy, developments that were 
perceived as negative and the cause of tensions between the 
participants:

Maybe it doesn’t feel as dynamic as it once did but – 

and maybe that’s a growing pain of the partnership.
…things are more formal, or slower, yet Coast will 

still grumble when outputs aren’t met. Even though 

sometimes it’s their offices haven’t sorted the gas or 

electricity out so you can’t sign a house off. I mean it’s 

created another level of tensions.
(CEO, Urban, 2015 Focus Group)

The managers of the smallest partner, Rural, were critical 
throughout the project about the demand to attend frequent 
long meetings (Project Manager 1, 2012; Project Manager 3, 
2015a; 2015b), yet Urban’s management reflected that they 
were useful initially, and provided a space for overcoming 
tensions. However, as the scale of Empty Homes work being 
undertaken by Coast grew, the dialogue had become diluted:

The informal process was good because you’d go to 

a meeting, you’d bring a point up, you got a decision 

then or you got a decision the day after. Now it’s – it’s 

this bureaucratic machine that – that seems to take 

forever to give you a decision on things.
(Craft-coordinator, Urban/Director, Urban (Trading), 

2015 Focus Group)

The perceptions of the participants from Rural illustrate how 
the other organizations placed different emphasis on the 
quantifiable outcomes and financial objectives of the Empty 
Homes initiative, whereas Rural appears to have placed 
greater weighting on the training element of the long-term 
unemployed youth (social welfare logic). These observations 
highlight the challenges of operating within a collaboration 
of hybrid organizations to achieve hybrid social and financial 
objectives, when different organizations prioritize things in 
a variety of ways due to differing missions.

Rural’s views of the decision-making within the collabo-
ration indicated frustration at the difficulty and timing of 
decisions, and a perceived dominance by the other organiza-
tion due to its size:

I think sometimes we’re treated as though we’re a bit, 

you know, we’re the small partner: ‘We’ll tell you what 

to do and how to do it and when to do it. And we’ll give 

you just enough information, but we won’t let you make 

too big, important decisions, ‘cause they’re ours.
(Project Manager 1, Rural, 2012)

However, at the third phase, Project Manager 3 saw their 
contribution more positively:

Rural were brought in because we’ve got the charity 

aspect. We’ve got that angle on things, we do things 

completely different to the likes of, we’re a smaller 

scale version of Urban…. We’re all about the training 

aspect of things. And our lads may take slightly longer 

to do the work because they’re training, that’s what 

they do but we still get the same results in the end.
(Project Manager 3, Rural, 2015a)

Project Manager 3 believed changes in expectations within 
the collaboration had occurred in 2014, 12 months prior 
to our interview and around the time he took over. He 
thought that some of the individual people involved had 
been replaced, and the quantity of Empty Homes work had 
increased:

I think it’s – it’s become more about we need to hit 

numbers now… they don’t take into consideration 

what we are. But I think a lot of that is to do with that 

structural management change that happened some 

time ago. The previous management understood what 

we were all about and how we did it. And that’s been 

lost somewhere in the ether... I don’t have the resource 

and funds available just to – to go out and spend x 

amount on bringing in additional bodies to hit targets 

and things and you know. So it’s – it’s been difficult 

these last six months.
(Project Manager 3, Rural, 2015a)

Overall, though, Project Manager 3 was positive about what 
the Empty Homes project had achieved, even if the demands 
on his time as a manager were challenging.

A degree of trust and familiarity had developed and was 
in existence prior to the partnership, although an element 
of risk was present and interpersonal relationships were 
developed along the way as managers learned about each 
other’s organizations, cultures and working methods. This 
aspect was important due to (1) reported challenges in the 
early years of the partnership, particularly resulting from the 
incremental financing and associated effect upon resources, 
as well as from imbalances due to differences in size and the 
availability of resources between the partner organizations; 
and (2) because, although all of the organizations collabo-
rated willingly, no contract existed to legally bind them to it.

However, whilst this aspect was important in the success-
ful management of tensions, we also discovered that tensions 
appeared to increase as a result of the departure of certain 
key individuals that had been involved in the formation of 
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the collaboration and who had championed the original 
informal, “proactive” approach. A significant development 
prior to Phase 2 of our study appears to have been the depar-
ture of Council’s Empty Homes Officer, an original partici-
pant in the collaboration and our study, who was clearly well 
regarded by the other organizations. One participant consid-
ered this key event to be a loss to the collaboration because 
he had been very effective at getting landlords to sign up 
to the scheme quickly (CEO, Urban 2015 Focus Group). 
Additionally, the Service Charge Manager of Coast who had 
participated in the research during the early stages of the 
collaboration was no longer involved. Another participant 
described this change as a loss because she had been “very 
much a can-do person” and it now felt as though there were 
more noticeable “bureaucratic barriers” (Craft-coordinator/
Director, Urban, 2015 Focus Group).

The Role of Values and Ethics in Overcoming Tensions 

and Challenges

When analysing our data to explain why the four partner 
organizations were willing to collaborate, we found clues 
as to the compatibility of their ethics and values and those 
of key decision-makers within the collaboration, and how 
they manifested as judgements and actions. In particular, a 
focus on end-users and social impact at community level was 
an important underpinning to the work of the partnership 
(i.e. the social welfare logic). Coast’s main purpose as an 
organization was to provide housing, but its Head of Tenant 
Services who first initiated the Empty Homes partnership 
sought to extend the partnership beyond basic obligations by 
adding value to its offering by addressing the broader needs 
of its residents, i.e. improving employment prospects and 
reducing crime and anti-social behaviour. This collaboration 
had occurred at a time when the ethos of the local authority 
had also changed towards regeneration, and there was “a 

real buy-in to try and help people” (Empty Homes Officer, 
Council, July 2012).

The community focus was even more emphasized within 
the smaller partners, which had a track record of integrat-
ing construction training and housing provision and thus 
provided a significant contribution to the partnership. Since 
the beginning of our research, the CEO of Urban referred 
to their “client focus” on “marginalized” young people 
(Dec 2011 and April 2012), which was corroborated by the 
other partners. Respondents from Rural also referred to the 
work they did beyond just housing people, including their 
contribution to the community—they emphasized their core 
work was constructing building works for community cen-
tres, church and village halls, and so on (Project Manager 
1, Rural, 2012).

Similarities between Urban and Rural were not sur-
prising given the fact Urban was involved in the original 

establishment of Rural and its CEO still retained a place on 
Rural’s Board of Trustees. There were though subtle differ-
ences for much of the time that the research was undertaken. 
Rural placed most emphasis on engagement and the learning 
process of the young people it employed and trained; where 
Urban put additional emphasis on employment as well as 
engagement. Urban was proud that it trained young people 
who would otherwise not have had the opportunity:

They weren’t the cream of the crop…a big chunk of 

them were people who were way beyond in distance 

from a trade. But we can still give them something 

from it.
(Development Manager, Urban, 2015)

However, the employability aspect was also mentioned later 
in the research by Rural (Project Manager 3, Rural, 2015) 
suggesting an increased emphasis on this aspect, perhaps 
learned from Urban, or perhaps simply due to the change 
in manager.

Overall, the belief in helping people was clearly an 
important part of the ethos of key individuals from all 
organizations within the partnership, particularly the 
founding members from the local authority (Empty Homes 
Officer, Council, 2012) and Coast (Head of Tenant Services, 
2012; Service Charge Manager, 2012), and all the respond-
ents from Urban and Rural throughout the period of our 
study. This people-oriented hybridity was, therefore, a piv-
otal ethical stance that key decision-makers brought to the 
partnership.

However, balancing the ‘people’ and ‘community’ 
focussed motives with the commercial push from the local 
authority and funders to spend the money and put rent-pay-
ers into ‘empty’ properties did cause tension. Despite the 
partnership’s achievements for the community, as early as 
December 2012 two of the interviewees (Service Charge 
Manager, Coast, 2012; Project Manager 1, Rural, 2012) 
expressed some confusion about the future direction of the 
project. Perhaps not surprisingly, both ceased to be involved 
with Empty Homes within the period of our study. Their 
concerns were about the potential for opportunistic rent-
seeking behaviour from property owners who could receive 
a ‘free’ refurbishment and guaranteed rental income from 
their property by donating it to the Empty Homes initiative 
for a fixed-term of 5 years:

I don’t think it’s right…I think that money could be bet-

ter spent by owning more of those empty properties…

when we buy a property through Empty Homes money 

the property is going to stay with the Trust…we’ve got 

that property for the next tenants and the next.
Project Manager 1 (Rural, 2012)

This quote shows the potential tension between the social 
welfare and commercial logics in the management processes 
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and the need for constant attention in the collaboration to 
resolve these tensions.

The Expected and Unexpected Outcomes

We have so far examined how the collaboration formed 
and operated, and determined how emergent tensions were 
mitigated. In order to understand whether these efforts 
were successful, we now examine the outcomes achieved 
by the partnership including both intended and unintended 
outcomes. Table 5 presents a framework summary of our 
synthesis by identifying the challenges, tensions, how these 
tensions were mitigated, and finally the outcomes of this 
hybrid collaboration.

The notion of social enterprises adding value compared 
to their commercial competitors has been comprehensively 
addressed in the social enterprise literature (Hockerts 2015; 
Mason and Doherty 2016), and featured extensively in our 
interviews. It was felt that, as social enterprises, Urban and 
Rural brought additional social benefits such as training 
schemes and helping vulnerable people who would oth-
erwise have been so-called “hard to reach” groups, as far 
as Council was concerned. Incorporating the “workless-
ness agenda” (i.e. related to people out of work who are 
often “hard to reach”) into the project has added value to 
the scheme, some of which is difficult to quantify (e.g. the 
impacts upon the future job prospects and improved quality 
of lives of the trainees). It is this community social impact 
that comes out strongly in Table 5 as a way of mitigating 
the tensions.

Since Phase 1 of the study, the collaboration was found 
to have aided quality assurance (working to nationally rec-
ognized social housing building standards); and being able 
to plan and to contribute to costs in other activities from 
the finances. Additionally, the training schemes have helped 
vulnerable and “hard-to-reach” people, and a local multiplier 
effect was perceived by one participant, although evidence 
was anecdotal rather than measured:

...the amount of money that we can bring in tens of 

thousands of pounds, can employ someone local - and 

it turns that money over. If we spend that money in 

local building supplier those local lads go and spend 

it in a pub, spend it in a shop, they buy things local, 

that money goes round. But if we spend it with a big 

supplier, the money just goes out of the area.
(Project Manager 1, Rural, 2012)

Similarly, Council perceived that the collaboration achieved 
community benefits, such as job creation, whilst also solv-
ing problems associated with derelict properties, or “bang 
for the buck” (Interview with former Empty Homes Officer, 
Council, 2012). The “value for money” achieved by the 

partnership’s approach to the Empty Homes initiative was 
described as “Like three wins in one”, specifically:

You’re bringing an empty home back into use, so you’re 

improving the environment for the rest of the people 

on that estate. You’ve got extra affordable housing to 

keep people out of bed and breakfast, and it’s neces-

sary to keep people off the waiting list, and that’s who 

gets the houses at the end of the day. And then you’ve 

got three; the work element, which is jobs, training and 

employment. So its three wins for one piece of money, 

it’s just nonsense not to do it.
(Head of Tenant Services, Coast, 2012)

The project has also produced unexpected benefits to the 
various partners, the most significant of which is arguably 
the national recognition received and subsequent publicity 
generated: leading to a huge array of joint opportunities 
and recognition, which were important factors in mitigating 
tensions. Further unexpected benefits included: successful 
applications for further funding; enhanced reputation and 
influence; support and learning beyond project scope; bet-
ter sites for training; additional properties to manage and 
rent out; and positive relationships with property owners. 
This analysis shows that both social welfare and commercial 
logics can be compatible within a cross-sector collaboration 
(see Table 5). Although the partnership can be considered 
to have been for the most part successful during the time of 
our study, several challenges have emerged. First, properties 
have become harder to obtain: raising questions as to the 
sustainability of the project. Second, operational, budgeting 
and procurement challenges stemming from resource and 
expectation asymmetries, and differing priorities in regard 
to hybrid objectives, appear to relate to the mix of different 
sized organizations involved in the collaboration (see ten-
sions in Table 5).

These challenges and achievements were all evident at 
all phases of our study, and at Phase Three we probed more 
deeply as the project ended and made some significant find-
ings. This Empty Homes collaboration served as a catalyst 
for the others across the sub-region, some of which involved 
one or more of the original four participants. Individual 
organizations also experienced growth in activity. However, 
achieving this accelerated growth was not always easy as 
we have already mentioned. Considering how they might 
undertake similar projects in future, the CEO of Urban high-
lighted the need to have more structured project control and 
to be more reflective when completing renovations before 
“rushing to the next job”, and suggested action research as 
a useful approach (CEO, Urban, 2015). Increasing its asset 
base helped Urban to fulfil hybrid objectives: from a com-
mercial perspective, the increased housing stock represented 
an increased asset base against which it could borrow more 
money if necessary in future, or sell at an increased price 
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once renovated; from a social welfare perspective, the organ-
ization housed and trained more people, and crucially to 
support people into longer-term employment.

Having evidenced our findings with rich data from the 
management within the collaboration, it is useful to refer 
also to the respondent from the Regional Office of the HCA 
who summarized the success of Empty Homes more broadly, 
reflecting its effectiveness in Council’s area:

It started from £250,000 and 11 properties to the 

point now where [Coast] are buying up empty office 

blocks and converting them into residential units. So, 

the scale and the challenge, or the opportunity, has 

increased massively from doing one or two bed semi-

detached properties to tackling the town centre derelict 

office block.
(Senior Area Manager, HCA, 2015)

Our case, a quadripartite collaboration involving three 
hybrid organizations and a local government authority, 
shows how new approaches (in the UK, at least) to tack-
ling ‘wicked problems’, such as homelessness and unem-
ployment, can produce social impact as well as improving 
capacity within the SE sector. We now progress to a broader 
discussion of the practical and theoretical implications of 
our findings.

Discussion

We have presented a rich longitudinal case, exploring and 
explaining the challenges and tensions of a hybrid collabo-
ration. We believe that our focus on a longitudinal (6-year 
period) multiple hybrid collaboration contributes to the lit-
eratures on social enterprise and hybrid organizing (Batti-
lana et al. 2015) and cross-sector collaboration (Bryson et al. 
2015). Our principal focus has been upon the management 
processes and especially how tensions have been mitigated 
and thus successfully overcome dynamically, which our 
extended study has enabled us to capture (see Table 5).

The collaboration of partners is a temporary organiza-
tion based on an informal agreement with no explicit con-
tract in place. We found that the successful temporary social 
housing grant application served as an initial key driver but 
does not appear to be referred to by the partners very often, 
instead the collaboration works on the shared belief by indi-
viduals in each organization of the importance of the social 
“mission” and its associated accountabilities and outcomes 
including: to provide housing, improve neighbourhoods, to 
create training and employment opportunities for young peo-
ple, and in general to improve local communities and quality 
of life coupled with their commitment to meeting the finan-
cial requirements necessary to sustain the partnership and 
their own organizations i.e. the dual-mission. This builds 

on the call by Bryson et al. (2015) to provide more studies 
on the nature and importance of public value in cross-sector 
collaboration. It is clear in this hybridized collaboration that 
the resulting public value in the form of social impact miti-
gates the tensions created by the different prioritization of 
the social welfare and commercial logics plus the differing 
resource bases brought about by organizational size. It is 
clear the collaborative processes of shared social mission, 
trust and regular face-to-face meetings to create the spaces 
for negotiation are key in building both the partnerships 
social impact (public value) and overcoming the tensions as 
outlined in Table 5.

Despite frustrations and challenges arising from the 
differences between the organizations, the social impact 
achieved by the partnership should be viewed as evidence 
of its competence—indeed, competencies and capabilities 
of the smaller social enterprise organizations appear to have 
developed as a direct result of the Empty Homes work, as 
have their asset bases and capacity to house and train more 
people. We conclude this aspect is because the overlap of 
perspectives amongst the mix of partner organizations has 
resulted in synergies that could not have been achieved by 
any of those organizations independently. All benefited from 
the tangible (i.e. capital equipment) but more significantly 
the intangible (i.e. expertise) value that each partner brought 
to the network. The overlap of perspectives and the inclu-
sion of hybrid organizations facilitated partnering and novel 
solutions to social challenges in this case. Also important 
here is the dynamic interaction of leadership and informal 
governance underpinned by a learning and adaptive cul-
ture. The positive publicity and public relations opportu-
nities that the Empty Homes initiative presented for each 
partner, demonstrates the external legitimacy of the case. 
However, it was evident how the larger organizations were 
able to benefit most from this due to their size and avail-
able resources, whereas the SEs found it difficult at times 
to contribute to or capitalize from publicity opportunities 
because they were already somewhat stretched. We aim to 
bring the reader’s attention to the fact that, unlike some other 
articles (Lyon and Fernandez 2012) which oversimplify or 
idealize the complex reality of relational working, we iden-
tify the partnership as itself a hybrid comprised of hybrids, 
and that each partner organization faces its own challenges 
and objectives. Specifically, the smaller partners (the SEs) 
placed greater weighting on the process of delivering the 
training and education element of Empty Homes, whereas 
the larger partners (local authority and the larger ex-local 
authority housing association) placing greater weighting on 
outputs such as the quantity of residential properties “cre-
ated”, and the quantity of people trained rather than consid-
ering qualitative measures. Despite this finding, the resulting 
social impact created mitigates any possible mission drift in 
the smaller SEs (see Table 5).
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We wish to acknowledge the exploratory nature of our 
study and have focussed mainly upon the hybridity and ten-
sions at the managerial and operational level of the case. 
However, emerging from our findings is the importance of 
institutional logics. For example, the study of institutional 
logics in construction and engineering projects involving 
partner organizations from different sectors and contexts 
has recently become a popular line of inquiry. Scott (2011) 
proposes that institutional perspectives can help inform and 
guide decision-making by important project stakeholders 
in the built environment and infrastructure development, 
including “governments, oversight bodies, consumers of 
services, community members, and interest groups” (p. 8). 
This broader sociological institutional perspective has been 
applied to global projects, e.g. infrastructure development, 
but with few exceptions (e.g. Gillett and Tennent 2017, 
2018), these investigations have tended to ignore the plan-
ning, delivery and legacy of regional or sub-regional cross-
sector collaborative projects. Neither does the literature 
deal sufficiently with cases in which hybrid partners such 
as social enterprises play a significant role, or recognize the 
importance of the values and ethics of organizations or indi-
vidual managers within such social alliances.

The longitudinal study in this paper builds on the work 
of Hockerts (2015) by showing that both social welfare and 
commercial logics can be compatible in a hybrid collabora-
tion not just at an individual organizational level. Moreo-
ver, we also contribute to the work on institutional logics 
by providing an alternative analysis to the most powerful 
imposing their logic on collaborations (Thornton and Ocasio 
1999; Schuman 1995; Thornton 2004). Urban, in particular, 
exerted a relatively strong influence on the collaboration—
despite having less obvious power than the larger organiza-
tions. This shows the importance of dynamic persistence of 
the smaller SEs by engaging in the ‘spaces of negotiation’ as 
well as delivering on social impact and illustrates that social 
welfare and commercial logics do not have to be in conflict.

The sociological definitions of institutional logics contain 
several important assumptions. Those pertinent to this study 
include: the importance of factors such as the background 
and experience of key people (Lok 2010), in some cases, one 
logic can be so dominant that any other logic does not impact 
organizational functioning but, in some cases, multiple log-
ics can be so similar that they blend to provide a similar set 
of practices, values, ethics and beliefs (Greenwood and Sud-
daby 2006). Also, the assumption that actors can influence 
how logics are represented in organizations (Thornton and 
Ocasio 1999). In our longitudinal case, the importance of 
pre-existing relationships in tension mitigation appears to 
support the work of Lok (2010) regarding the background 
of individuals. Furthermore, the importance of actors in our 
case i.e. those ‘bridging agents’ is key to tension mitigation 
particularly in the early stages of our hybrid collaboration. 

In relation to multiple logics and organizational functioning, 
we now discuss compatibility and centrality.

According to Besharov and Smith (2014), multiple logics 
within organizations possess two critical dimensions. First, 
compatibility, the extent to which the presence of multiple 
logics within an organization implies consistent organiza-
tional actions. Second, centrality, the extent to which logics 
manifest in core features which are central to organizational 
functioning. Some organizations can embody two or more 
logics in a relatively compatible fashion and these logics 
may ultimately blend to create new organizational forms 
(Rao et al. 2005). Consistency regarding organizational 
goals is most important for compatibility as goals reflect 
core values and beliefs. Compatibility is lower when there 
is tension regarding organizational goals. Organizational 
practices and characteristics such as hiring and socializa-
tion policies influence what type of logics are carried by the 
staff team (Battilana and Dorado 2010). Furthermore, close 
relationships between people can also result in increased 
motivation to develop more compatible approaches to enact-
ing multiple logics (McPherson and Sauder 2013). In our 
empty homes case, the importance of both the shared social 
mission and asset development in tension mitigation shows 
the importance of high compatibility of logics.

Centrality is the extent to which one or more logics is 
core to organizational functioning. Centrality is hence higher 
when multiple logics are present in core organizational fea-
tures which are central to organizational functioning and 
lower when a single logic guides core operations whilst other 
logics manifest in peripheral activities not directly linked to 
core organizational functioning (Besharov and Smith 2014). 
In our study we found that both social and commercial logics 
were important in the success of the collaboration and cen-
tral to the organizational functioning, hence demonstrating 
a high level of centrality. This is key to organizational func-
tioning in our collaboration, the focus on quality of social 
impacts plus commercial development appears to mitigate 
tensions around which logic is more important.

Our 6-year longitudinal study allows a temporal run of 
data to analyse the evolution and legacy of hybrid collabo-
rations over the medium- to long-term. Authors such as 
Langley (1999) call for a processual research approach to 
chart events, activities, and choices, and the involvement 
of individuals and organizations to ascertain the sequence 
of events and dynamics among the various actors as they 
interpret and react to events in hybrid collaborations 
(Langley 1999). Furthermore, prior studies (e.g. Tennent 
and Gillett 2016; Gillett and Tennent 2017, 2018) call for 
more archival organizational history research to be under-
taken to enrich understanding of collaborative projects. 
We, therefore, agree that it would be apposite to conduct 
more research into the relationships between our collabo-
rative partners that pre-dated the social alliance that we 
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studied: Identifying relational bonds and path dependen-
cies stemming from the prior history of collaborations 
could enable more accurate cases in comparison to those 
which focus only on the collaboration itself. Specifically, 
the following questions emerged from our findings:

How do institutional logics (and their influence on val-
ues and ethics) affect the initial motives of each organiza-
tion for participating in the social alliance?

How do sectoral (e.g. public, private, or third sector) 
cultures affect the relationship dynamics within social alli-
ances? In what ways are resulting conflicts and tensions 
resolvable, or if they are not resolvable, then why?

To what extent are relationship dynamics and the abil-
ity to mitigate tensions bound by the values and ethics of 
these organizations?

How do the various institutional factors affect the per-
ceived legacy of social alliances? Is legacy perceived dif-
ferently by different stakeholder groups depending upon 
their sectoral cultural attitudes, beliefs, values and ethics?

Orr, Scott, Levitt, Artto, and Kujala (2011) identify 
leadership, teamwork, and risk management as areas for 
future research. Therefore, to what extent does a shared 
culture develop within a hybrid collaboration encompass-
ing public, private and third sector organizations? How 
long does this take to achieve good performance and how 
can it be accelerated? How can the quality of societal out-
puts be optimized, and do any differences in institutional 
logics, organizational values and/or managers’ ethical 
beliefs serve to diminish or enhance the project?

Additionally, broader lines of inquiry emerge from our 
findings which could also prove fruitful areas of further 
research. One possible direction could be to explore the 
significance of “bridging agents” (Manning and Roessler 
2014) and other key individuals to other ‘hybrid of 
hybrids’ social alliances. Our study has provided some 
findings to support their importance, specifically the 
Senior Area Manager of the HCA and the Empty Homes 
Officer of Council, who were crucial in getting the partner-
ship started. Future research could be to examine the role 
of bridging agents and other ‘founder member’ individu-
als to the sustainability of such partnerships. Our find-
ings showed that when the Bridging Agent from Council 
changed career the informal approach to the partnership 
worked less smoothly, but this also corresponded with 
the departure of certain other ‘key’ individuals who had 
been involved since the start of the arrangement. Future 
research could, therefore, study the importance of social 
capital and pre-existing networks, and also the influence of 
personal ethics. Such a research agenda could potentially 
generate solutions for improving the likelihood of retain-
ing the dedication and participation of key personnel, or 
for managing the transition period as individuals leave and 
join the partnership.

Another direction could be to further the work of Cor-
nelius and Wallace (2010) and Wren Montgomery et al. 
(2012), by asking to what extent can a partner organiza-

tion synchronize with the hybrid objectives of its partners 

without losing focus of its own mission? Relatedly, at times 
our interviewees considered the differences between the col-
laborating organizations as strengths, at others as the cause 
of tension, so future research could explore the degree to 
which organizations can better plan for each other’s needs 
at the start of a collaboration to mitigate these problems at 
the outset.

The research directions that we suggest should provide 
a rich stream of knowledge that builds upon the insights 
from this paper, thereby developing the themes that we have 
identified, and testing our assertions. Indeed, although our 
methodology has confirmed our study’s rigour, we must 
acknowledge its limitations. Generalizing from our study 
could be difficult because of its relatively narrow focus (four 
organizations comprising a single case in a particular sub-
region), although we do believe that the depth of data, the 
broad mix of different size and type of organizations, the 
characteristics of the geographic context (which encom-
passed urban and rural areas) and the longitudinal nature 
of our study mitigate these limitations, at least in part, and 
we believe that we make a strong case for more research of 
such hybrid collaborations and of hybridity in temporary and 
project-based scenarios. We, therefore, recommend further 
research to investigate hybridized collaborations in other 
contexts and in other scenarios. Furthermore, our research 
design did not allow us to ascertain definitively whether the 
important or influential factors we identified in hybridized 
collaboration (shown in Table 5) are additive, or comple-
mentary, or are of equal salience. As such, we recommend 
further investigation to examine how the connectivity and 
dynamics of the factors aid the successful development of 
hybrid collaborations.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This study has focussed upon a case in which several hybrid 
organizations, each with their own hybrid logics worked in 
combination to create a social alliance that was itself typi-
fied by hybrid objectives. This complex scenario contrib-
utes to the existing literature which tends to oversimplify 
or idealize the complex reality of relational working. We 
identify the partnership in our case as itself a hybrid com-
prised of hybrids, and that each partner organization faces 
its own challenges and objectives. To describe this ‘hybrid 
of hybrids’ we introduced the term hybrid collaboration.

The findings of this study have developed our understand-
ing of the different forms of collaborative organizations, and 
how they faced both intended and unintended consequences 
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from the collaboration. For example, the Empty Homes pro-
ject generated considerable but unexpected publicity for all 
the participant organizations; whilst creating both opportu-
nities and demands, these varied for each organization. In 
this Empty Homes collaboration both social and commercial 
logics are core to making the hybridized collaboration work, 
which shows the broad agreement across the four organi-
zations regarding the organizational goals of community 
impact and building up the asset base and, therefore, the 
goals are compatible. The shared values ethics and beliefs 
related to community social impact, clearly exert a powerful 
mitigation over the tensions of resource base differences. 
This compatibility is key to mitigating the tensions in this 
collaboration. Furthermore, as both social and commercial 
logics are important to making this collaboration working 
there is also a high level of centrality demonstrated. Hence 
this Empty Homes collaboration could be termed ‘aligned’ 
(Besharov and Smith 2014). In addition, the synergy created 
from sharing resources is also important in this collaboration 
(Bryson et al. 2015; Smiddy 2010).

Our Table 5 framework analyses the tensions and how 
these are mitigated and provides a useful tool for those man-
agers and academics either working in or researching cross-
sector collaborations involving hybrids. Previous work on 
hybrid tensions has been mainly focused at the individual 
organizational level so this study makes an important con-
tribution to emerging but limited work on how tensions arise 
and how they are mitigated in collaborations. On a caution-
ary note the study also shows the dynamic nature of this 
collaboration and that constant focus is required to manage 
and mitigate the tensions. Phase 3 of the research shows that 
when individuals leave the collaboration for career reasons, 
the influence of pre-existing relationships reduces. This is 
where ongoing work to manage the tensions is vital.

We acknowledge that the ability to extrapolate the find-
ings of our study to wider populations is limited due to our 
study focusing in depth on four organizations comprising a 
single case but we do believe the depth of data, the broad 
mix of different size and type of organizations, the char-
acteristics of the geographic context (which encompassed 
urban and rural areas—as implied by the names we have 
used to anonymize the organizations within the collabora-
tion) and the longitudinal nature of our study go some way to 
mitigating these limitations. We recommend further research 
to investigate hybridized collaborations in other scenarios, 
and to conduct more research underpinned by institutional 
theory, to assess the extent to which the institutional log-
ics of the collaborative partners influenced their behaviours 
and actions, and the extent to which these logics hindered 
or aided the alliance. We also identified the opportunity for 
longitudinal and organizational history studies to deepen 
understanding of relational bonds and path dependencies 
in collaborative projects. Further research should also be 

undertaken to ascertain whether the factors we identify for 
successful hybridized collaboration are additive, or compli-
mentary, or are of equal salience, and the extent to which 
they are dynamic. Finally, we have also identified the sig-
nificance of values and ethics in overcoming challenges and 
tensions within our quadripartite hybrid collaboration, which 
also indicate lines of inquiry for further research (Cornelius 
and Wallace 2010; Wren Montgomery et al. 2012) in rela-
tion to the organizations and also to the people that made 
the collaboration work, which can be considered to be the 
‘bridging agents’ (Manning and Roessler 2014).
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