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Abstract In the UK, the introduction of austerity measures for public services has intensified the thinking around

inter-organizational collaboration between emergency services and other public and/or private sector organizations.

Theoretically, while collaborative benefits are held up as beacons that drive organizations to participate in inter-

organizational arrangements, a high number of such arrangements fail. In this paper, we explored the factors that

influenced the collaboration process in the context of developing ‘collaborative information infrastructures’, from

an organizational and collaboration level perspective, via a multiple case study approach. Our findings offer insights

into how policymakers and public managers could improve their practices by considering their approach towards,

and impact of, these factors when implementing collaborative projects in information technology and information

systems.

Introduction

Emergency services such as the ambulance, fire,

and police are continuously searching for innova-

tive ways to maximize resources, reduce spending

and bureaucracy, and improve service delivery.

Over the past three decades, operational reforms

and successive legislation (e.g. Civil Contingencies

Act 2004 and Policing and Crime Act 2017) have

encouraged UK emergency services to collaborate

with other public and/or private sector organiza-

tions to achieve benefits such as enhanced effect-

iveness, efficiency, service quality, information

integration, and interoperability. A key element in

these collaborations is the development of ‘collab-

orative information infrastructures’ which can

have a significant impact on emergency response

and service delivery to the public through facilitat-

ing information and intelligence sharing across

services, while addressing duplication and silo

working within delivery networks.

The public sector context is marked by numer-

ous inter-organizational arrangements ranging

from cooperation to collaborations and, in some

cases, mergers. It is argued that forming
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collaborative arrangements is no longer a luxury,

but a necessity and an inescapable feature of

future public administration (Gil-Garcia et al.,

2019). Despite this, common themes from the lit-

erature and practice highlight that evidence of suc-

cess is difficult to pinpoint and such arrangements

face challenges in arriving at benefits and, hence,

the majority fail (L’Hoiry, 2021). According to

HM Inspector of Constabulary Matt Parr, in re-

sponse to the latest Inspectorate review

(HMICFRS, 2020), ‘nationally, forces are spending

over a quarter of a billion pounds on collaboration

every year . . . but too many collaborations are fail-

ing’. Failed emergency service collaboration initia-

tives not only cost those partners involved money,

time, and effort, but also affect the taxpayer.

Examples of recent failed collaboration invest-

ments in the UK include FiReControl (£469 m),

Thames Valley Police tri-force programme

(£14 m), and the Warwickshire/West Mercia

Strategic Alliance (£300 m). There are of course

also examples of successful collaborations such as

the six examples covered by HMICFRS (2020).

Since collaborations, and the ability to maintain

them, is an extremely time-consuming and

resource-intensive activity, public managers are

keen to identify ways to maintain collaborative

efforts and evaluate whether their investments are

both financially viable and meeting their intended

aims/objectives.

There are notable contributions in the literature

that sought to better understand where and how in-

ter-organizational collaboration can work in the

private and public sector. However, to date, there

remains limited understanding of how collabora-

tions in terms of inter-organizational systems (IOS)

are developed and maintained in the public safety

context. To address this gap, this paper reports on

two different UK collaboration arrangements that

have been claimed as ‘successful’: (1) between two

police services in England and (2) a regional collab-

oration between one police service and two fire and

rescue services (FRS). Both cases represent the cur-

rent movement to align information systems (IS)

and information technology (IT) among partners

but have decided to adopt a different ‘collaboration

model’ based on a number of factors and opportu-

nities at the time of initiation.

The article begins by presenting background

and discussion on inter-organizational collabora-

tions in the context of policing and outlines the

study setting and approach adopted. We then pre-

sent the findings from our two case studies, along

with a discussion and the practical implications.

Policing context: inter-
organizational collaboration

From a policing perspective, inter-organizational

collaboration has been achieved in multiple ways

and with a range of organizations, but there is a

lack of empirical research on how best to address

the paradoxes that challenge successful collabora-

tions (Waardenburg et al., 2020). It is acknowl-

edged that ‘one model’ does not currently exist;

collaboration occurs on an area-by-area basis de-

pending on identified opportunity and mirrors

local needs (Parry et al., 2015) and parochial inter-

ests, often without consideration of national stra-

tegic issues (Higgins et al., 2016). Across England

and Wales, collaboration appears to be ‘patchy’

because of several factors (Kane, 2018), including:

� The timing and nature of funding streams

which do not always enable public sector serv-

ices to collaborate at the same time or to the

same degree.

� Inconsistent messages across government

departments.

� Local politics which can either stimulate or

inhibit collaboration.

� Legacy issues from previous collaborative ac-

tivity which can influence the appetite for fur-

ther collaboration.

At present, collaboration has taken many forms,

ranging from integrating control rooms or sharing

of premises to aligning a specific IS/IT—whether
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with another force and/or other emergency service

organizations (HMIC, 2016).

IS/IT underpins most of policing activity,

whether in controlling expenditure, supporting in-

telligence gathering, deploying, and managing

resources or providing public access to the police

(Ariel, 2019). HMIC revealed the ‘poor’ state of

police ICT, commenting that ‘in too many police

forces [ICT] remains quite inadequate and, in

some cases, primitive’ and ‘for too long the police

service has lagged far behind the private sector, to

the advantage of offenders and the hazard of the

public’ (HMIC, 2014, pp. 25–26). These IT specific

issues are compounded by a lack of knowledge on

what constitutes success in police collaborations

and deficient performance measurement and lim-

ited knowledge sharing (HMICFRS, 2020).

Factors influencing successful
outcomes in inter-organizational
collaborations

A focus on technology in isolation will not suffice

for collaborative service delivery. Dawes (1996)

notes that public benefits from effective informa-

tion sharing can be limited by organizational and

political barriers as much as technical ones. Each

emergency services organization comes to a poten-

tial collaboration with a history and ideology that

influences their technological and information

sharing approach (Sanders, 2014). Police forces

(PFs) need improved ways to better share informa-

tion, yet are often uncritical of claims to techno-

logical solutions that may not deliver in practice

(Sanders and Henderson, 2013). All too often

technology research within policing cannot make

the link between innovative technologies and out-

comes for the public (Lum et al., 2017).

Collaboration is often seen as necessary to en-

able investment in modern technology and

technological solutions are often presented as the

way to facilitate joint working between organiza-

tions (Dickinson and Sullivan, 2014). However,

others have noted that the use of technology with-

in an organization comes with cultural norms and

cultural differences can lead to barriers around in-

formation sharing and collaboration even where

IT solutions are specifically designed to remove

these (Parry et al., 2015). Cultural barriers are

often under researched and explored (Charman,

2014), but include issues of the rules and norms of

conflict resolution, problem and solution defin-

ition, power differentials, as well as political and

historical baggage. Differing cultures can also be a

source of innovation as well as tension (Vangen

and Huxham, 2013). Thus, differing IS/IT plat-

forms can be seen as an opportunity for renewal,

investment, and innovation; stimulating creative

approaches to jointly use organizationally distinct

resources to achieve collaborative goals, or as an

insurmountable technological and financial barrier

to change (Kwon et al., 2009; Vangen and

Huxham, 2013) that is not challenged by leaders

and budget holders (Meehan et al., 2016). This

paper relates two case studies that consider and

discuss these persistent IT barriers.

In the public sector context, Ko_zuch and

Sienkiewicz-Małyjurek (2016) conducted a sys-

tematic literature review, followed by a hermen-

eutic process based on a focus group with scholars,

to identify factors influencing effective inter-or-

ganizational collaboration. They included the fac-

tors which create the need to jointly execute the

actions as well as determine the progress and out-

comes of the collaboration. Factors that determine

collaborative activity are associated with require-

ments that generate the necessity to establish col-

laboration (e.g. governmental policy,

organizational culture, and experience), while fac-

tors that influence inter-organizational collabor-

ation refer to issues that affect the efficiency of the

collaboration performed (e.g. trust, adaptability to

changing work requirements, and communica-

tion). These fundamental factors foster effective

inter-organizational collaboration. Due to the

adoption of the hermeneutic process, these factors

were structured by collaboration areas into a
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typology: factors of external environments, factors

related to organization characteristics, factors

related to people characteristics, relational factors,

and instruments of inter-organizational

collaboration.

The study

The objective of this research was to explore the

factors influencing the collaboration process be-

tween and among PFs in the UK in terms of IS/IT

projects. This qualitative research draws upon

Activity Theory (AT) as an analytical and theoret-

ical framework (Engeström, 1999). The basic

premise of AT is that ‘motivation’ drives a ‘subject’

(can be collective or individual), undertaking a

particular ‘activity’, to act upon an ‘object’ with

the main intention of reaching an ‘outcome’

(Karanasios and Allen, 2014). An activity includes

a broader community of stakeholders, is under-

pinned by social values/judgements, traditional,

formal, and informal limits, and may involve the

sharing/division of roles and tasks.

Two collaboration models were investigated be-

tween February 2018 and May 2019. Each study

relied on face-to-face semi-structured interviews

with key individuals involved in the collaboration

process and the implementation of solutions

(including a variety of job focus, experience, and

rank), multiple site visits, attending IS manage-

ment meetings, and document analysis.

Each interview lasted approximately 1.5–2 h. In

total, 29 interviews were conducted in the first

case study, while 34 interviews were conducted in

the second. Access to the data was via the key par-

ticipants in the case, at senior management levels.

Following this, the snowball sampling technique

was used which is acknowledged as the most ef-

fective method of obtaining access in a ‘closed’

and political organizational setting such as polic-

ing (Allen and Karanasios, 2011). Participants

were chosen based on their role and knowledge-

ability for the study topic.

Each interview was audio-recorded, transcribed,

and analysed using a qualitative thematic analysis

approach. Based on the theoretical framework used

(i.e. AT), a set of initial codes were applied to the

data. Additional codes, derived from open coding,

were created that added to an understanding of the

collaboration process. Finally, ‘axial’ coding was

applied to organize and categorize codes into inter-

pretive concepts depending on the relationship or

connection between them (Corbin and Strauss,

2008). This was an iterative process, where codes

were continuously rearranged and redefined.

Pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of

the organizations and individuals involved, as per

the ethical protocol of the study. However, since

we are exploring inter-organizational collabora-

tions, we have indicated the perspective of partici-

pants from the different organizations.

Case study 1: collaboration involving two PFs

Case study 1 (CS1) involved the development of a

shared/joint IT department between two PFs in

the same region. In 2010, PFs [1] and [2] agreed

to collaborate in order to reduce cost and develop

a more resilient and robust service provision for a

range of fundamental support functions. The ar-

rangement initially comprised two separate IT

teams consisting of over 150 IS staff; however, a

decision was made early in the process to form a

single collaborative unit by making all employees

re-apply for positions within the joint department

and merge the initial two separate teams.

In terms of financial savings, the collaboration

saved:

. . .£1.4 million in the first two

years. . .most of that saving was be-

cause we’ve brought two IT depart-

ments together, we reduced number

of staff from about 150 staff to a sin-

gle entity which is about 115 so you

take about 40 staff out and that’s

where your big bulk of money come

from. . .and then we made year on
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year savings. . .the network itself saved

£400,000 a year so you’re now look-

ing at over 5 years of 2 million worth

of savings in revenue on top of the

savings in staff. (I2)

CS2: collaboration involving one PF and
two FRS

CS2 involved closing two fire control rooms (FRS1

and FRS2) and co-locating the two teams to a PF

control room in the same region in the UK. The

collaborative arrangement was a programme built

around seven key task areas (KTA) (one of which is

IT), rather than a pure IT collaboration. The IT col-

laboration, in itself, involved aligning technology

and IS in the control room (KTA 3), such as teleph-

ony, desktop, email systems, infrastructure, and

radio Airwave system, between the three partners.

The project overview, indicating the seven KTA and

governance structure is presented in Fig. 1.

In terms of financial savings, the collaboration

calculated efficiency savings of £1 m (10% savings

to PF, 50% FRS1, and 40% FRS2) in 2016/2017.

Findings and discussion:
inter-organizational collaboration
in is projects

Cultural–historical context

Financial austerity has brought significant pressure

among emergency services in the UK (Smith,

2016; Murphy et al., 2019), and, therefore, succes-

sive legislation and operational reforms have

encouraged emergency services to consider collab-

oration opportunities to reduce response time to

incidents, enhance information sharing and inter-

operability, and create value for money.

The literature highlights the importance of con-

sidering pressures within the environment; the ex-

ogenous and endogenous factors that are

associated with inter-organizational collaboration

in the public sector (Gazley, 2010; Ko_zuch and

Sienkiewicz-Małyjurek, 2016). These factors can

potentially result in the establishment and devel-

opment of a collaborative arrangement or act as

an inhibitor to such initiative. It is acknowledged

that these factors do not only play a fundamental

role in triggering the need for arranging and/or

initiating collaborations, but are also found to im-

pact the willingness to continue and the sustain-

ability of the endeavour.

Based on our analysis, we identified two main

overarching categories influencing the success of

inter-organizational collaborations in this context:

(1) organizational (parent) level factors and (2)

the collaboration level factors. Table 1 provides a

summary of the major categories and sub-category

factors that affect inter-organizational collabora-

tions in IS/IT projects.

Organizational factors

From an organizational perspective, we identified

two main factors, namely motivation and reputa-

tion management.

Organizational motivation. AT suggests that

a subject has ‘motivation(s)’ towards achieving an

Figure 1: Project governance
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‘object’ (Karanasios, 2018). When asked about

motivations underlying the collaborative arrange-

ment, a range of responses were obtained.

Participants defined motivation as catalysts or

drivers which prompted the process. For example,

There were a range of problems; there

was a financial problem; there was a

resourcing problem; there was a lack

of operational integration problem;

there was a common problem of ob-

solescence. (P1, CS1)

It was partly driven because of the

austerity programme that the govern-

ment imposed, particularly on the

public sector. (P3, CS1)

Government’s agenda was ‘collab-

orate’. In fact, this was pretty much

what was driving [organisation] to

collaborate. (I4 (FRS), CS2)

In addition, the opportunity to share informa-

tion, skills, and knowledge, and create a level of re-

silience, from a resourcing point of view, that

could support multiple organizations was also

acknowledged:

We were motivated and we are still

motivated by the potential opportuni-

ties this collaboration had brought

and will bring in the future. (I1

(PF1), CS2)

. . .but in real terms, it’s four X

reduced to only two X between three

organisations. So it’s the halving of

the number of X we need to provide

the same service to the public. (I13

(PF1), CS2)

As a team, what we also did was

add another driver saying this can be

better, not just better economies of

scale, saving money, maximising

resources, but we can build a better

environment which enables policing

to be better. (P6, CS1)

In this research, it became apparent that each

organization had its own motivation (or set of

motivations) for pursuing a collaborative arrange-

ment, which determined behaviour and effort

spent by that organization in the collaboration

process. Our analyses revealed that CS1 was driven

by existing problems and challenges that needed to

be addressed at the time of initiation, while CS2

was mostly driven from the ‘business’ and heavily

influenced by Chief Officers. Drivers mentioned

across both case studies include the idea that

‘crime knows no boundary’ due to the changing

nature of crimes, limited funding and resources,

and personnel shortages. Motivation was also ex-

ternally driven; for example, each force is assessed

by HMICFRS and needs to fulfil certain objectives

depending on their mission and the reviews

Table 1. Elements influencing the collaboration process activity system

Organizational
(parent) level

Collaboration level

Organisational/
‘team’

Individual characteristics Inter-organizational
collaboration

Project

Motivation and business
objectives

Rules and norms Experience Communication Work overload

Reputation management Leadership Formal and informal connections Shared vision,
mission, goals

Division of labour Communication

Willingness to collaborate

Trust

6 Policing Article F. Zaghloul and J. Partridge
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obtained. Generally, motivation to collaborate is

directed towards fulfilling these objectives.

With respect to the IOS literature, Lu et al.

(2006) revealed that the factors that motivated

organizations to pursue IOS initiatives were ex-

tremely significant for success. Contrasting with

internal IS development and use, IOS motivation

was claimed to be more complex. It was essential

to have ‘strong’ motivation to gain commitment

from partners, which was mainly based on the

long-term strategy of the organization. However,

it must be noted that motivation is dynamic and

changeable. Overlapping and potentially conflict-

ing motivations (Lompscher, 1999) interact with

each other, change with social context over time

(Budhathoki et al., 2010) with every individual

motivated differently (Ryan and Deci, 2000). This

poly-motivational aspect is expressed through

competing motivations flowing from individual

needs, organizational needs, and collaborative

goals.

Organizational reputation management.
Since collaborations involve multiple organiza-

tions, the reputation of each influence, and is

influenced by, the collaboration process. For ex-

ample, reputation management was a concern for

one of the PFs involved in CS1:

My own force [name] has only just

come out of engagement with the

HMIC and the Home Office, which is

the naughty step, and we’ve been in

it for two years, so again certainly the

previous Chief, but even this Chief, is

really careful of stuff that might just

drag the attention of the HMIC and

the inspector back onto our force.

Historic interactions may need to be addressed

in a new collaboration project as prior ‘history’

creates a perception (or reputation) of other agen-

cies involved in the project. According to Argenti

and Druckenmiller (2004), reputation is a

‘collective representation of multiple constituen-

cies’ images. . .built up over time’ (p. 369), or the

opinions/beliefs held by someone, which ultimate-

ly drive behaviour (Brown and Brudney, 2003).

Therefore, reputation can be a source of power

(French and Raven, 1959). A negative reputation

can lead to reactance where individuals react to

constructive positive suggestions negatively, while

positive reputation can result in a ‘Halo’ effect

(individuals carrying out actions to please others).

From my perspective, [Force 1] had a

reputation in [Force 2] of trying to

take over everything, and wanting it

all done their way. However, when I

spoke to people in [Force 2] they

said similar things about the reputa-

tion of [Force 1] as well. Sometimes

we need to challenge the stereotypes

that come without dated views of

other partners. (P24, CS1)

Reputation management consists of two

strands when working in a collaborative project:

existent organizational characteristics and per-

ceived professional difference. The former refers

to the agencies involved and are based on histor-

ical interactions between them. This suggests that

analysing the cultural-historical context of an ac-

tivity is vital. Perceived professional difference

refers to general beliefs held regarding a specific

profession. Literature specific to information

sharing asserts that the difference in professional

ethos is a challenge in information sharing

and, ultimately, collaborations (Richardson and

Asthana, 2005).

Collaboration factors

This category relates to the factors particularly

associated with the collaborative arrangement. We

further divide this theme into four main sub-

categories: ‘organizational/team’, ‘individual char-

acteristics’, ‘inter-organizational’, and ‘project’.
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Organizational/team level

This sub-category refers to the factors related to

the organizational or ‘team’ level of the collabor-

ation project (i.e. CS1—the joint IT department).

Organizational/team leadership. Leadership

played a significant role in both case studies:

He’s a bit visionary; he’s all about

strategy and moving things forward.

He was appointed as the shared head

and then set about in terms of fairly

quick time creating the shared service

for IS. (P8—CS1)

She’s determined it’s going to

work. (I2 (PF1)—CS2)

It is argued that key personalities can act as ena-

blers or barriers to effective collaboration working.

The literature indicates that an organizations’

leadership, both at project level and executive

level, play a major role in IS/IT projects (Chen

et al., 2019) in the public sector, and that a lack of

leadership support will potentially result in mem-

bers doubting the benefits associated with the pro-

ject and create apathy. It emerged that key

personalities could act as barriers to effective part-

nership working and, hence, a lack of effective

leadership can result in such projects suffering

from personality-based challenges (Campbell,

2018).

It is noteworthy to mention that not only lead-

ership in terms of an individual(s) leading the pro-

ject was important, but also the concept of having

a ‘lead’ organization/partner. Although this strat-

egy facilitated decision-making (e.g. harmoniza-

tion of issues such as pay, annual leave

entitlement), it did mean that the non-lead partner

slowly became less engaged at a strategic level and

only fully engaged if something started to go in an

unintended direction. One strategy to solve this

could involve ensuring the active participation by

partners in the decision-making process.

Organizational/team rules and norms. The

literature refers to this element as ‘culture’, however,

to remain in line with AT, we have adopted the term

‘rules and norms’. Both collaborative arrangements

explored in this study adopted different approaches

to manage the differences in rules and norms be-

tween partners. CS1 insisted on creating a new cul-

ture separate from both parent organizations,

creating their unique identity in between two differ-

ent organizations, while CS2 decided to maintain

their own rules and norms and alignment was not

achieved, not even between the two FRS.

Furthermore, working practices remained the same

and, if they differed, negotiation and communica-

tion practices were increased until an appropriate

decision was reached that pleased all partners.

We created our own culture. . ., our

own identity. (P7, CS1)

The two fire brigades have different

terms and conditions. So if you were

on maternity leave in this brigade,

you’d have more in that brigade, but

you’re in this brigade, you have more

sickness allowances (I5 (PF)—CS2)

Maintaining separate identities, however, created

several tensions at multiple levels. For example:

. . .frustrating because sometimes like

Halloween, Bonfire Night, New Year’s

Eve, we [Police] could do with extra

desks, but we can’t use them because

they are Fire service desks even

though they’ve got shared equipment

on them. They’ll happily sit on our

desks that are free, but we daren’t sit

on their desks because that’s their

chairs. They’ve got green dots on the

back of the chair. (I17 (PF))

Furthermore, some participants referred to

these as ‘domestic’ challenges:

They talked about the location in the

room. So all of these domestic issues
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holding back collaboration. . .Some

people got to move sometimes to get

what they need. . .So, culturally, there

were these challenges. (I19 (PF))

Such instances heightened the importance of

communication and grounding the collaborative

endeavour on a clear shared vision that is continu-

ously emphasized in order to foster stronger mem-

ber motivation.

Prior research suggests that agencies whose cul-

ture supports flexibility, teamwork, a shared vi-

sion, participation in decisions, and consist of an

open flow of communication tend to be more

valuable in terms of delivering positive outcomes

and achieving objectives (Johnson et al., 2003;

Kramer et al., 2017; van der Voet and Steijn,

2021). Despite the different management

approaches undertaken in both case studies, all

these dimensions were evident.

Over decades, the collaboration literature expli-

citly reports the significance of culture (Bardach,

1998; Huxham and Vangen, 2013; Ko_zuch and

Sienkiewicz-Małyjurek, 2016; Wankhade and

Patnaik, 2020). Our case studies reveal an interest-

ing discussion as to whether organizations should

align norms and rules or maintain separate norms,

and still achieve desired results. Alternatively,

should they disregard individual cultures and cre-

ate a new one built around collaborative working

values and practices? In addition, if alignment is to

be implemented, should it be done at the start of

the collaboration process or during the collabor-

ation? The answer to these questions could depend

on the type/form of collaborative arrangement

pursued, and/or the partners involved, and/or the

extent to which leaders in all organizations are

aware of and put in place mitigation to compen-

sate for and respond to grievances raised about the

differences.

Organizational/team division of labour.
Division of labour refers to an organizational

structure and/or governance structure in the

collaboration literature. One of the themes pro-

vided by Huxham and Vangen (2000a,b, 2013) is

the structure of partners in the collaboration pro-

cess; the membership and makeup of the subjects

and organizations that participate in the process,

which is argued to be a mechanism that facilitates

inter-organizational collaboration (Lewis et al.,

2010; Curnin and O’Hara, 2019).

Participants mentioned the importance of

understanding how each organization operates

and the role of key individuals in the structure:

There are a lot of organisational dif-

ferences and you need to get used to

the structures and processes. There

were also differences seen in the pro-

ject boards and the way the police

work and the need to identify the

individuals who could get things

done—like in all organisations there

are different types of individuals;

those who process and move forward;

those who are innovators. Then it’s

really learning the other organisations

and working out the right people to

engage with to get that change

needed. (P21, CS1)

When we were running our tech-

nical design and implementation

team, then members of fire service

would come in and they would sit in

the meetings and we would go

through the actions, who is doing

what, when, and how. (I1 (PF1),

CS2)

And this activity had an extra layer of complex-

ity when multiple organisations are collaborating

across professions (i.e. FRS and police):

There was a certain amount of effort

to work out who was who, who was

equivalent to who. (I2 (FRS1), CS2)

Huxham and Vangen (2013) depict collabor-

ation structure as dynamic, complex, and
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ambiguous. Dynamic, due to the changes in sub-

jects’ motivations and goals expected. Similar to

any other human endeavour, it is complex because

collaboration involves the numerous facets of cul-

tural, social, and political values and norms that

each subject and partner brings to the collabor-

ation table. Lastly, the structure is characterized as

ambiguous because it may not be self-evident as to

what each subject could or can bring to the collab-

oration, or who should/should not participate. In

addition, they claim that deciding how subjects

participate and who participates is a key function

in the collaboration process.

Individual characteristics

Several factors related to the characteristics at an

individual level were identified to influence inter-

organizational collaboration and, hence, success.

Individual experience. The experience and

history of collaborating, as well as relationships

built, appeared to be a key success factor for many

participants in both case studies. For example,

I was brought into the [CS2] project

because of the past collaboration

experiences I had—because I’ve done

project X. (I5 (PF1)—CS2)

Experience is usually divided into two catego-

ries: experience of previous collaborative arrange-

ments with partners and experience in general

communication with partners. A leaders’ previous

experience with inter-organizational collabora-

tions helps predict future collaborative efforts

(Gazley, 2010), and informal factors such as trust,

leadership, and shared values are all part of deliv-

ering sustainable collaborations (Bianchi et al.,

2021). Collaboration scholars acknowledge the sig-

nificance of experience, indicating that public

managers can become better collaborators and

participate more readily in new collaborative

endeavours if they have prior collaborative experi-

ence (McGuire and Silvia, 2010) as it enables faster

development of mutual understanding and trust

(Mandell and Steelman, 2003).

Individual informal and formal
connections. Informal connections took place

during informal physical gatherings/meetings. For

example, CS1 consisted of several staff gatherings,

while CS2 consisted of a number of staff engage-

ment group meetings. The aim was to build rela-

tionships and connections. At a senior level, this

enabled further negotiation associated with the

collaboration and faster decision-making:

Informally underneath that, and it’s

one of my sayings ‘decisions are rare-

ly taken at a meeting’. Usually if you

turn up at a meeting expecting to get

a decision you want, you’ve probably

lost. (P2, CS1)

On the other hand, at a staff level and from a

senior-staff perspective, this facilitated the creation

of relationships between colleagues. For example, a

control room supervisor, in CS2, explains:

We now engage people. We don’t

wait for people to go sick. We find

out. [For example], one of my ladies

has a grandson who had to have a

serious operation in

Birmingham. . .So by supporting her

special leave, she’s called off to sup-

port her daughter. . .and she’s coming

back tomorrow, because we’ve sup-

ported her over four days. Whereas

in the old way she would have had

no choice on Sunday to go sick. . .,

but we’ve coached her up.

This relationship building also facilitates the

creation of an appropriate culture that facilitates

the process. Collaborative arrangements require

formal communication structures to accomplish

goals, as well as informal communication struc-

tures to facilitate the generation of new ideas and

participation (Wankhade and Patnaik, 2020).
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Individual willingness to collaborate. The

willingness and commitment to maintain the col-

laborative arrangement was a critical factor, des-

pite difficulties and work overload in some

instances:

. . .it meant that only committed peo-

ple joined the endeavour. (P1, CS1)

It’s harder, a lot harder. But we

want to be here. (FRS Control staff,

CS2)

According to Beech and Huxham (2003) and

other scholars (Huxham and Vangen, 2005;

Denolf et al., 2015), choosing subjects based on

certain characteristics (referred to as member-/

partner-selection) is important for the success of

collaborations. Emerson et al. (2012) revealed that

the significance of subject membership is the com-

bination of the expertise of each subject, access to

resources and information provided by each or-

ganization, and commitment. The interviews in

this study also demonstrated that subjects needed

to be ‘personally committed’ to the collaboration

project; although not always as evident.

Commitment to the team, therefore, influences

the motivation to contribute resources, ideas, and

energy to provide more for the collective good.

‘The actions of individuals and projects must be

simultaneously regarded as necessary and valuable

contributions to the construction of a shared ob-

ject’ (Miettinen, 2005, p. 62), but what happens in

collaborations where individual motivations are

poorly aligned with the construction of the collab-

orative shared object? The two strategies observed

were firstly to remove the poorly motivated indi-

vidual from the collaboration. In CS1, there was

an explicit acknowledgement that this may require

a budget and management time to persuade out

and select in for collaborative motivation:

I kept saying to my team ‘if you’re

on the bus, stay on the bus because

we are on this journey. . .it’s going to

be exciting. . . If you’re not on the

bus, then leave early and allow some-

body else the opportunity to take

your position.’ (P16, CS1)

The other strategy was to increase motivation

through demonstrating value to the individual. A

desire for the object of collaboration can be devel-

oped through the individual seeing the value that

others attach to them (Miettinen, 2005). Strategic

leadership, at both individual and pluralistic levels,

(King et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2021) is vital to

demonstrate commitment from all organizations

involved:

One difference between this collabor-

ation and [another collaboration] was

the creation of a highly visible single

new entity—one fully supported and

committed to publicly by Chief

Officers from both forces. They went

to the effort of creating a new team,

new vision, single location etc, and

that sent a really powerful message.

(P26, CS1)

So once they believe in themselves

that they can do this and that they

can work well as a team, then you get

the passion that comes with it. So

everyone that we’ve got working for

us actually wants to be here. (P7,

CS1)

Individual trust. Trust, from both an organiza-

tional and individual perspective influenced the

collaboration process.

From an organizational perspective:

When something big happens, we

[emergency services] put aside our

differences and make it work. When

we have time to think about collabo-

rating, then people get cold feet,

issues of trust and hidden agendas

appear. It [collaboration] starts to fall
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apart without a lot of effort. (P26,

CS1)

It appeared that transparency was the founda-

tion of building trust:

Absolute transparency on all informa-

tion . . . all information was shared:

financial, resourcing, planning, tim-

ing. Every aspect of what we did was

completely transparent. That helped

build trust . . . because without trust,

nothing works.

This also reduced the likelihood of one organ-

ization accusing the other of receiving greater ben-

efits from the collaboration compared to them.

With respect to CS2:

The transparency meant that nobody

said we were manipulative. This

meant that we could get onto what

the real issue was [building the col-

laborative infrastructure], without

having to spend too much time

building up the trust again. (I13)

With one supervisor clarifying:

That’s the only way it worked . . . if

you’re not transparent, you might as

well pack-in. (I11, FRS)

Ensuring that ‘nothing failed’ and, if something

had failed, to effectively communicate that with

the senior management team also appeared to fa-

cilitate the process:

There was quite a bit of pressure, but

a lot of people work very hard to

make sure nothing failed and then

that buys you more trust. (I8, CS2)

Making sure you’re looking after

things . . . you’re not letting things

fail even though you’re going through

a dramatic change . . . it buys you

more credit with decision makers.

They become more lenient in their

decision making, which then makes

life easier for yourself. Means you can

do more and do it faster. (I1, CS1)

Trust, however, seemed to be something that

needed reinforcing, especially with the inevitable

change in senior management:

When the business are not engaged,

they become more sceptical around

what we are achieving . . . the busi-

ness now are not bought into where

we are and where we’ll go—they’ve

taken the ‘eye off the ball’ and they’re

focusing on other things. That means

we are kind of moving back to that

‘untrusted world’ that we came from.

(I4, CS1)

From an individual perspective, trust was devel-

oped during staff engagement meetings and staff

gatherings.

Trust is one of the most studied themes in the

field of inter-organizational collaboration and

contributes to improving the level and quality of

cooperation between agencies, hence reducing

conflicts, lowering transactional and governance

cost, facilitating knowledge exchange and learning,

and increasing partner predictability (Wankhade

and Patnaik, 2019).

Trust manifests itself in dependable information

sharing, predictable and consistent actions of part-

ners, and personal attributes of collaborators

(Bardach, 1998; Huxham and Vangen, 2005, 2013;

Agranoff, 2007; McGuire and Silvia, 2010). Drake

et al. (2004) assert that if people do not trust one an-

other, then they are less inclined to freely collaborate

and share information, ‘even information that may

be relevant and necessary to the successful operation

of the organization as a whole’ (p. 69), a finding sup-

porting those of Allen et al. (2000). Furthermore, it

is claimed that if trust is not available at organiza-

tional and individual levels, then the collaboration

will not occur, or occur as effectively as if it was

present.
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Scholars argue that sufficient trust is required to

initiate cooperation, as well as a ‘sufficiently suc-

cessful outcome to reinforce trusting attitudes and

underpin substantial and subsequent collaborative

activity’ (Hudson et al., 1999, p. 248). Over time,

this should help develop ‘collaborative sustainabil-

ity’ (Cropper, 1996)—a behavioural quality signi-

fying ‘future’ continuity, persistence, and viability.

Inter-organizational level

These are elements that are associated with the col-

laboration journey/process (i.e. not the usual col-

laboration between two or more organizations but

between one team and two locations [i.e. CS1] or

one location and two or more teams [CS2]). The

interviews revealed the significance of two funda-

mental factors throughout the collaboration pro-

ject activity system: communication and having a

shared vision.

Inter-organizational communication.
Communication took place regularly in both case

studies and simple tools were adopted. Frequent

communication, via three main communication

channels (email, Skype, meetings), provided two

main purposes throughout the project:(1) keeping

stakeholders informed and (2) engaging with

stakeholders in order to make and/or reach

decisions.

‘Stakeholders’ here refer to senior level manage-

ment and actors involved (i.e. suppliers, individu-

als in other teams, and departments). A two-way

communication process (i.e. upward and down-

ward) was observed to be crucial:

Our staff tell us how we can make

things right. . .having staff challenge

every decision we make because

they’ll come up with the gems that

make it a better place to work . . . we

get the best results because they are

the experts and they are doing the

job day in, day out. (KTA 3 Lead—

CS2)

A recurring theme in the collaboration literature

is the significance of both written and oral com-

munication and the ability to listen to other

organizations and members (McGuire, 2006;

Huxham and Vangen, 2005, 2013; Kramer et al.,

2017). Furthermore, the IOS literature claim the

importance of effectively communicating formally

and informally with staff at all participating levels

and departments (Finney and Corbett, 2007;

Denolf et al., 2015). The empirical evidence

revealed that communication was frequently

undertaken with subjects, in order to define proc-

esses, create a collective identity, build trust, and

construct relationships around a shared under-

standing. Communication was also critical when

re-instating the motivation underlying the collab-

orative arrangements.

Inter-organizational shared vision, mission,
and goal. Developing a shared vision and com-

mon understanding communicated to all members,

not only at the start of the collaboration endeavour,

but also throughout the process is what differenti-

ated ‘successful’ collaborations and ‘unsuccessful’/

‘failed’ collaborations. For example, with respect to

CS1, reference was made to the HR collaboration be-

tween the same two forces and how it ‘failed’:

. . .in some of the other areas that we

were looking at, HR, because in real-

ity there was no shared vision. (P16)

. . .Get people working to the same

ideas and want to see it succeed and

it’ll succeed. (P3)

One participant clarified that a clear vision

must be incorporated in the strategy:

What saved me a number of times,

particularly as individuals at the top

changed, was that the strategy didn’t.

I still carry around with me the strat-

egy [in 2018] that we wrote back in

2012. . .it’s still relevant. . .it’s like a

blueprint. (P3)
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He further explained that when there is a change

in Chief Officers and they start to ‘question’

approaches undertaken, then:

I take out the strategy and give them

the same 10–15 min presentation that

re-aligns their thinking to the journey

they just joined.

A similar approach was implemented and

stressed in CS2:

We created a shared vision, and we

were engaged through the process.

So, everyone knew what was happen-

ing and where we’ll be going . . . that

needed to be clear at the start and

even now [during the process]. (I8,

FRS)

The significance of developing a shared vision

or goal among subjects/partners in collaborative

arrangements has been noted extensively in the

collaboration literature, and mentioned sporadic-

ally in the IS literature concerning IOS projects

(Denolf et al., 2015; Kurnia et al., 2019). It

involves creating an understanding of why deliver-

ing the project ‘together’ is better than pursuing it

‘alone’, that is continuously emphasized through-

out the process (Ospina and Saz-Carranza, 2010).

A shared goal is the means to develop a sense of

commitment to members of a team, create the

shared idea of the future, and establish the guiding

rules and norms in order to achieve the vision.

According to Chrislip (2002), the notion of a

shared goal as a future created over time, with

attributes of member alignment and inspiration,

should be asserted. This goal needs to be suffi-

ciently compelling that members will continue to

pursue it despite challenges and barriers.

Project level

Project work overload. Work overload

occurred during the collaboration process, but

more frequently when systems were near to the

‘going live’ stage.

. . .I’m overworked sometimes. (SA

Team Staff—CS1)

Staff indicated that in some instances they were

‘overworked’, yet realized that this was inevitable

due to the cultural–historical context (i.e. reduc-

tion in staff and monetary challenges) and were

willing to pursue the collaborations as demand

fluctuates, suggesting this element has strong con-

nections with motivation at an individual level.

It was revealed that subjects handled this very

effectively even if they had to ‘stay over hours to

complete the tasks in hand’ (Staff—CS1). This was

significantly associated with the motivation of

employees as it was indicated that individuals were

aware of this factor, yet they were ‘determined to

finish what they had to’ (Staff—CS2).

When reviewing the collaboration literature,

specifically the factors that influence the collabor-

ation process in various contexts, work overload

did not seem to be noted extensively, but had

greater prevalence in the IS literature associated

with the implementation of information sharing

projects across multiple cross-sector organizations

and systems development. With respect to a study

conducted on health and social service collabora-

tions, the ‘competing demands on already over-

worked staff’ (Johnson et al., 2003, p. 80)

contributed to collaborations being unsuccessful.

Conclusion and future research

The notion of inter-organizational collaboration

has received increasing attention, particularly in

solving complex problems that are beyond the

capabilities and capacities of a single organization.

However, both practice and the literature illustrate

the difficulty in achieving successful outcomes

from collaborative efforts and many initiatives fail

at the expense of the organization and the taxpay-

er. This research explored two ‘successful’ case

studies in the context of the UK emergency
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services and highlighted several elements influenc-

ing the management of IT/IS collaboration proj-

ects, via the lens of AT. The findings revealed that

the elements were evident across both cases, but

the major difference was in relation to how senior

leaders decided to manage them. The approach

and strategies adopted may depend on the collab-

oration model pursued and/or the organizations

involved in the endeavour.

Our understanding could be developed further

if other collaboration arrangements are investi-

gated. It would be interesting to explore IS collab-

oration initiatives that have discontinued/‘failed’;

enabling the identification of factors that contrib-

ute to success, those that influence senior leaders’

decisions to participate or not in collaborative

endeavours, and to improve understanding of key

decision-making in collaborations more widely.

Since this research focused on the organizational

and collaboration levels, it would be insightful to

understand how the perspective of the individual

affects the decision-making and ongoing manage-

ment of collaborations, particularly where there

are contradictions and conflicts between individ-

ual, organizational, and collaborative motivation.
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