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INVESTIGATING INTER-ORGANISATIONAL ARRANGEMENTS:
AN EVOLVING APPROACH
By John Friend
A Challenge

Could I please describe, in simple and straightforward terms, the general approach I use for investigating inter-organisational relationships? This was the question put to me when I was invited to Berlin to take part in the second of a series of international workshops bringing together people carrying out research on inter-organisational problems.
  And the question sounds an eminently reasonable one, whether addressed to the would-be expert or, indeed, to the policy-maker who may be concerned at a more pragmatic level to discover what makes some kinds of inter-organisational arrangements succeed while others seem to wither or fail.

Difficulties

Why, then, should I find such a question disconcerting? Having been involved in something like a dozen different studies of inter-organisational relations over the last fifteen years, I like to feel that I have become something of a craftsman - if not an expert - in this particular field.  Indeed, the image of the craftsman came vividly to mind when I was urged to write 'direct, bib-and-braces stuff', setting out 'my own distinctive approach (as mindset and method)'.  This conjured up a recent article by Donald Schön
 in which he discussed the concept of organisational learning through the example of a craftsman busy making wooden shovels, building up co-operative arrangements with fellow craftsmen; all the time gradually developing theories-in-use and - with luck - contributing to some wider process of collective learning, even though the nature of that process might remain somewhat obscure to the simple craftsman in his sawdust-spattered apron.
The main difficulty I encounter when I take off my apron and try to put my approach into words stems from a sense of inconsistency in the way I seem to have tackled the various assignments in inter-organisational research which have come my way. In no two studies does my approach seem to have followed even approximately the same pattern, and of course I find myself wondering why.

Explanations

At one level, it is easy to find explanations for these variations.  The situations which I have found myself studying have been varied in themselves, and there have also been considerable variations in the nature of the research task. Even though most of my work has focussed on public policy arrangements at local or regional levels, there have been marked differences both in the operational context and in the configurations of public, voluntary and entrepreneurial organisations involved.
 In some cases, the impetus for the study has come from myself and my fellow-researchers, having submitted a grant application to study phenomena which we ourselves have identified as important. More often, however, the investigation has been sponsored by a client - usually governmental - the concerns of which have inevitably shaped the content and to some extent the method of the research.

Furthermore, almost all my experience in investigating inter-organisational relations has involved collaboration with colleagues rather than working on my own, and this in itself has been a major source of variation in research approach. At this point, it is worth briefly describing the institutional context in which I have worked over the last eighteen years, as I believe this has given rise to patterns of opportunities and constraints which may differ significantly from those facing people attached to more conventional academic schools.  Since 1964, I have operated as a member of the staff of a research institute
 which is dedicated to high scientific ideals yet has lacked any kind of secure institutional funding: this has meant that, while independent in form, my organisation has at all times been dependent for its survival on a flow of income from specific research, consultancy and training contracts.  This has meant learning to live with a great deal of uncertainty as to what the pattern of work might be twelve months or even six months ahead ; and being ready to assemble teams at short notice from among a pool of experienced scientific staff, with only occasional opportunities to recruit new staff to fulfil specific project roles.  Inevitably, this tends to mean that the approach to any particular study reflects the skills and judgements not just of a single researcher but of two or more scientists who may have a great deal to learn about each others' ways of thinking.

Negotiated Research

A general belief which underlies the Tavistock research tradition - summed up in the controversial phrase 'action research' - is that the advancement of social science can be pursued through a collaborative relationship between researchers and clients, in which each negotiates with the other about what is to be done and the products that are to be achieved.  Such negotiations tend to continue throughout the course of a study, and can be complex enough where only a single 'client' organisation is involved.  They can of course be even more so where the research involves gaining access to an inter-organisational field.
A distinction I find useful here is between 'host' and 'sponsor' organisations.  The host organisations are those operating within the field of inter-organisational relations to be studied.  Unless the research is to be confined to desk analysis of published data - which in my experience, cannot take you very far in the understanding of inter-organisational relations - then it becomes necessary to negotiate over access to individuals, documents and processes with people representing the set of relevant host organisations, and to give assurances on such matters as confidentiality and feedback of draft findings, even if not to offer the promise of direct benefits in the form of advice on matters that are currently concerning them.  Some of the host organisations may also be sponsors, in the sense that they have provided direct funding for the research and therefore expect corresponding returns: however, it has more often been the case in the studies in which I have been involved that the funding has been provided by a central agency in order to investigate inter-organisational relations at a more local level, so it has been possible to separate out any negotiation over funding from negotiation with prospective organisational hosts.

The research approach adopted can of course be deeply affected by the course of negotiations with both sponsors and hosts - especially where the prospective organisational hosts have relations of conflict with each other, and it can become difficult to reconcile promises of confidentiality with expectations of helpful feedback on the state of relationships and what might be done to improve them.  In such circumstances, does one attempt to report back to representatives of the host organisations collectively, or does one try to relate more informally to each of them one at a time?

Such problems can easily become bound up with differences in orientation and personal style within a research team.  Some researchers may veer instinctively towards an informal consulting relationship, with all its attendant attractions and risks: others may veer towards theorising, or towards a low profile strategy of interviewing, interpretation and writing up, or towards a more structured, comparative approach involving a search for readily measurable variables. And this inclination itself will depend partly on the balance a researcher draws between responsibility to hosts or sponsors, and responsibility to a peer group of scientists to whom he may be looking for evaluation of his achievements.

Looking back on my own experience in working with many different kinds of colleagues on different kinds of projects, I therefore find it difficult to find any examples of what I would call a pure 'John Friend approach'. Rather, I can reflect on examples of a negotiated Ken Carter/John Friend approach, or a John Power/Chris Yewlett/John Friend approach, or a Mike Norris/John Friend approach, or an Allen Hickling/John Luckman/John Friend approach: and I feel my experience is all the richer for that.

An Evolving Repertoire

All the time, of course, I have been trying to adapt my own personal preferences for research method to the personal experience I have been accumulating.  This has meant building up a repertoire of conceptual models for looking at inter-organisational arrangements, testing them against the phenomena I encounter in the field and adapting or discarding them if I do not find they fit.  For instance, the initial study in which three of us studied in depth the town expansion scheme for Droitwich
 used as a conceptual framework a particular distinction between the idea of 'policy system' and that of 'decision network', with a related concept of ' reticulist skill'.  Since then, the idea of policy system has continued to be of some value, though the idea of decision network has begun to seem more slippery and has tended to become replaced by a concept of 'linkage investment' at institutional, local negotiated and more personal levels
. 
Sometimes, I am conscious that the evolution of a research repertoire can involve not only learning but forgetting.  Looking back on a project completed ten years or so ago, it can suddenly occur to me that it involved application of ideas which could have been usefully resurrected in another applied study which had only recently come to an end, if only my attention and that of my colleagues had not shifted in different directions.  But the incentive to keep pushing out the boundaries of conceptualisation still remains, and would probably persist however similar were the research opportunities that arose or however invariable the teams in which I found myself working.  To illustrate the process of continued search for new and improved frameworks, I should like to refer to a model of the relationship of a joint venture to its environment, which I found myself struggling to formulate quite recently when working with a colleague, Michael Norris, who is currently engaged on a study entitled ' The Management of Joint Enterprises in Social Services'.  This project began by studying in depth the experience of the Cresset, a novel venture in which ten parties - three statutory authorities and seven voluntary organisations - share responsibility for managing a multi- purpose community centre is a new township within the Peterborough New Town Area. The aim is to look at other comparable ventures with a view to distinguishing general factors likely to influence the success or failure of other multi-organisational ventures in the broad field of social service delivery.

A View of the Joint Enterprise and its Environment

Figure 1 below offers a simple picture which is intended to apply to any kind of inter-organisational enterprise, set up in relation to some kind of agreed purpose.  Any such venture is seen as relating to two broader domains referred to respectively as its 'policy world' and its 'particular world'. Potentially, there are areas of overlap between all three of these domains within the area where all three overlap can be found some set of joint management arrangements which, in the study referred to above, provide the primary focus of study.
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Figure 1
This general picture seems to fit most of the investigations of inter-organisational relations with which I have been concerned in the past.  Of course, inter-organisational relations can exist whether or not there exists any kind of formally-agreed joint enterprise to which the organisations subscribe.

Sometimes a set of organisations may be linked through machinery which is much less purposive and corporate in form than the word 'enterprise' suggests - as in the case of a joint Consultative Committee or Standing Conference.  At other times, relations may be conducted bilaterally without any kind of explicitly-designed structure at all.  However, it is my experience that inter-organisational research is more likely to be negotiable in situations where some kind of recognised joint entity exists, as this provides a point of entry where initial sanction can be sought allowing more specific research relationships to the individual 'partner' organisations to be negotiated subsequently, at different paces if need be.  In the process, a great deal can be learnt about how those organisations are accustomed to conducting their continuing relationships with each other, through channels other than those offered by the particular joint venture being studied.

In using a conceptual model such as that of Figure 1 to guide enquiry into a particular joint enterprise and its environment, there are plenty of questions - some rather obvious - which can be asked about the nature of the enterprise itself.  There may be a formal constitution or statement of purpose to examine: there will be questions about what resources are vested in the enterprise, whether in the sense of delegated powers, land or buildings, agreed claims on budgets, or human skills: there will be questions about which organisations formally subscribe to the enterprise, what relative stakes they hold, and whether they are seen more as 'partners', ',parents' or 'parties' - terms which carry very different undertones in terms of expectations of cooperation, collaboration, competition or conflict.  Also, there will be historical questions to be asked about the 'impetus pattern' through which the joint enterprise came to be formed, usually reflecting some multi-stranded conjunction of political and personal forces.

Very soon, as such enquiries proceed, it becomes important to look outside the joint enterprise itself, and develop a fuller picture of the environment in which it is expected to work.  This is where the ideas of Policy World and Particular World come in.
Inquiring into the Policy World

Both the concept of Policy World and that of Particular World are virtually limitless in scope - as is suggested by the open boundaries in the diagram – but at least the focus on a particular joint enterprise offers a criterion of what is relevant and what is not. The participant organisations (i.e. those which formally subscribe to the joint enterprise) will all be guided in their behaviour by generalised stances - or policies - which they will seek to apply to certain categories of problem which may relate to the task of the joint enterprise.  So too will certain 'ambient' organisations with an important influence on the joint enterprise - for instance, central government departments which control the flows of finance to particular local participants.  Sometimes, the policies of these various organisations will clash, in ways which can profoundly affect the context in which the joint enterprise works.

Furthermore, the policy world of a joint enterprise may be far from static, particularly where there have been currents of political or structural change in the air. Indeed, during the seventies in Britain there were few ventures in inter-organisational relations involving statutory authorities at local level that were not profoundly affected by the wholesale reconstruction of the local government system in 1974/75, with its resulting policy upheavals.  So most of the studies in which I have been involved during the last decade have involved giving much attention to disentangling the implications of this particular change. Thus investigation of the policy world may be far from a simple matter.

Inquiring into the Particular World

Any joint enterprise must relate not only to a 'Policy World' in which certain organisations strike generalised attitudes, but also to .a 'Particular World' made up of specific places, buildings and networks of communication and influence among individuals with all kinds of particular backgrounds, traits, and styles of working within whatever roles they may occupy. Distinctive configurations of physical, economic and social relationships are to be found in the Cresset, as they were to be found in Droitwich or any other locale in which some particular inter-organisational venture has been established.

And inevitably, tensions tend to arise in making decisions which respect both the generalised guidelines that emanate from the policy world and the local awareness of peculiarities of the particular world.  Why, for instance, should some general guideline about the design of health clinics be obeyed in a particular town, if its particular community structure or physical layout make it seem more appropriate to do things a different way?

As I have found in one or two recent studies, in which I have played an advisory rather than a central role, it can be very difficult to draw lessons from any particular joint enterprise without developing some understanding of its particular world and the dynamics of its evolution through time. A first hand acquaintance with places and faces - especially the faces of key local political actors - can do much to place policies and policy conflicts in context; and this turn can be of much help in forming a picture of the way in which any given Joint Enterprise contributes - as indeed it must - to the process mediation between those arguing from more generalised and more locally specific perspectives.

Looking at Joint Management Arrangements

So much for a context within joint management arrangements can be studied. To me, the most fruitful studies have been those where it has been possible to observe processes of group decision making over a sustained period of time, to trace the progress of particular issues, to talk to key decision makers and to learn something of their thoughts, strategies and fears.  Often, it has been possible to listen to their ideas as to how things might be made better, and in turn to test out ideas and suggestions emerging from our own research perspective: but rarely has it been possible to advocate simple changes which could be seen as offering clear improvements to all the parties involved.  And this raises more sharply the question of what role the researcher should adopt, ranging from that of the strictly independent observer and interpreter to that of the confidential adviser to one or more of the parties.

Apart from any local role as adviser, the challenge to the researcher is to extract general lessons which will be of value in other comparable settings.  This is where a determined effort becomes necessary to discount any characteristics of the particular world of the local enterprise which may have contributed to its success or otherwise.  This may be no easy matter.  For instance, in one recent study of inter-organisational arrangements to respond to alcohol-related problems in Scotland, I looked at the experience of a local group formed in the Craigmillar district of Edinburgh.  What I discovered was that its successes seemed to be attributable not only to the work of a few enterprising individuals - as was apparent from the start - but also to a succession of prior policy initiatives to steer exceptional resources to this exceptionally deprived area of the city.
  Thus, developments in the 'policy world' of this enterprise had played a more important role than I had expected in creating a fertile climate for personal initiative: and this made it problematic to see how the lessons of Craigmillar's experience could be transferred to other less unusual neighbourhoods.

Comparison and Generalisation

The sheer variety of inter-organisational experiences, and of their policy and particular settings, makes comparison and generalisation a particularly daunting challenge.  Only too rarely does one seem to be in the position to assert confidently that 'we recommend you to do this, as it will have these beneficial results'.  More often, it seems realistic only to offer cautionary advice
 of the form 'if you decide to experiment with this kind of arrangement, beware of that pitfall'. But even such guidance may be of considerable value to people who may be concerned to initiate bold ventures in inter-organisational working, but may set out with naive expectations about the kinds of arrangements most likely to be successful, based on simple models of organisation or on precedents which happen to be fresh in the minds of those concerned.

Sometimes, it is possible to clarify the danger of confusion arising from the use of apparently simple words or ideas in a setting where they are liable to be interpreted in a deceptive way.  For instance, in the West of Scotland, Strathclyde Regional Council launched a bold 'Areas of Need Initiative' as a policy response to acute deprivation in particular urban areas, and invited District Councils within its area to subscribe to joint management arrangements covering a limited number of local 'Initiative Areas'.  When it came to evaluating their experiences, the temptation was to evaluate the success of both the overall 'Initiative' and the various local initiatives within its compass, as if they constituted a relatively stable expenditure programme.

For each of the authorities concerned however, what actually happened was much more confused and unpredictable, deviating more and more from initial expectations as various changes unfolded in the fast-moving world of political and economic affairs.  Therefore, I began to conclude it could be helpful to interpret the term 'initiative' more literally, seeing the Areas of Need Initiative as merely a first move in a largely unpredictable scenario, initiated in particular historical circumstance and so to be appraised merely in that particular temporal context, rather than as though it were an enduring programme the performance of which could be examined as coherent entity at successive time intervals.

A General View of the Process of Negotiated Research in Organisational Settings

In drawing this paper to a conclusion, I should like to refer briefly to a general view of the process of applied organisational research in which I see myself as involved.  This view, reflected in Figure 2, was developed in a recent project concerned with the retrospective evaluation of various past projects in which my colleagues and I had sought to combine operational and social research perspectives.

The focus is on the notion of a research project as a 'negotiated project engagement', offering a temporary context for interaction between people working in some 'inquiring context' (the researchers) and others working in a 'host context' which may be either organisational or multi-organisational in form.  Within each context there can be found subtle and dynamic relationships between three kinds of 'programme strand'; a programme being here seen as a broad current of activity with an underlying momentum but .a capacity for evolution through time.  The strands are labelled personal, disciplinary and institutional respectively - and where a research team brings together several individuals with different disciplinary backgrounds, different personal aspirations and sometimes even different institutional allegiances, the results can be unpredictable indeed - especially if the team as such is untested and there may be similar levels of complexity to confront in the host context.
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Figure 2
But out of such an unpredictable and uncontrollable brew, I believe that important breakthroughs in understanding of inter-organisational relations can sometimes - if by no means always - flow.  As a mode of existence, it is often hazardous but rarely dull.
If I were to attempt to distil a few simple precepts from my own experience, they would include the following :

· be sensitive to the negotiative nature of applied research in inter-organisational fields, and try to learn what you can from your own negotiating experience;

· expect to find change rather than stability in inter-organisational fields, especially where they relate to public policy contexts for me, it has almost become a fact of life that the terms of reference for applied policy studies will have become out of date by the time the final report is due;
· access problems are greatly eased where there is some kind of formal joint enterprise or structure as a focal point in an inter-organisational field, through which initial research relationships can be negotiated.

How many of us would share such views and experiences? I do not know, as glancing at other papers for this and earlier workshops, I find it hard to form a coherent picture of the patterns of constraints and opportunities under which other researchers do their work : constraints and opportunities which, in my case, seem to have done much more than my personal scientific background in shaping my research approach.  In this paper, I have tried to emphasise these contextual factors, at a risk of making what I say less suitable for publication in any erudite scientific journal.

But - given that we are meeting in what we call a Workshop setting - I hope what I say will contribute something to the process of understanding better the nature of each others craftsmanship in our work within the inter-organisational field.  I shall be glad to bring my apron to Berlin, and happy to find a liberal sprinkling of sawdust on the floor.

John Friend
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